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Abstract

This study examines the transnational tensions within the “star image” of the
Austrian-born German actress Romy Schneider (1938-1982). After having become
famous internationally at the age of 17 for her starring role in Austrian director Ernst
Marischka’s popular Sissi films (1955-1957) - a trilogy of romantic biopics about the
Empress Elizabeth of Austria - Schneider eventually grew to hate her typecasting as the
Empress and permanently left Germany for France, developing a reputation abroad as a
serious actress by appearing in numerous European and transnational art films.
Schneider’s departure from the German cultural scene was not well received and is still
the subject of debate today in both Germany and France. To explore the transnational
tensions inherent within Romy Schneider and to explain her lasting cultural after-life
across the globe, I utilize notions of stardom as “structured polysemy” developed by
Richard Dyer and others. Considering connections between popular genre, historical
representation and national cinema this thesis aims to put her unique “star image” into
perspective and to open up star studies to transnational avenues of inquiry.

Keywords: Romy Schneider, Sissi, star studies, German cinema, French cinema, popular
genres, transnationalism, Richard Dyer, bio pics, star image, European cinema, art
cinema, international co-productions strategies, Heimat.

m

I
I

Acknowledgements
This thesis is the result of a long process involving a lot of research, many
sleepless nights and a lot of anxiety. Every anxious step of this process, however, was
completely worth it. As a result, there are a lot of people to whom I owe my deepest
thanks. Without their help and support, this thesis would not have been possible.
First, my thanks to the staff at the D.B. Weldon Library for twice forgiving an
embarrassing and unmentionable amount of fines I accumulated while working on this
project.
Thanks to my parents for their love, support and willingness to cook for me while
I was writing.
Thanks to my colleagues Chris Bell, Ryan Dench, Adam Szymanski, Ganga
Rudraiah, Roy Dykstra, Sean Bell and Andrew Falcao. Most of them are rival
procrastinators who provided me with stimulating conversation about film and other
things, making the long nights go by a lot quicker and my time here that much more
enjoyable.
Thanks to my second reader, Dr. Janelle Blankenship, for her encouraging
commentary and helpful suggestions on my second chapter.
Finally, my deepest thanks to my advisor Dr. Tobias Nagl, whose admirably
infinite patience, enthusiastic words and careful translation and interpretation of German
articles, books and films, helped see this project through to the end.

IV

Table of Contents
Certificate of Examination..................................................................................................... ii
Abstract and Keywords......................................................................................................... iii
Acknowledgements..............................................................................................................iv
Table of Contents..................................................................................................................... v
List of Figures.......................................................................................................................... vi

Introduction............................................................................................................................... 1

Chapter 1
Romy Schneider’s “Body Too Much”: Sissi, Ludwig and “Star Image” ............................ 12
Chapter 2
The “Wandering” Star Image: Revisiting Romy Schneider’s 1960s and 1970s
Filmmaking...............................................................................................................................38
Chapter 3
“Deutschland, Meine Heimat”: Tracing German Post-War “Public History” through
Romy
Schneider............................................................................................................................... 62

Conclusion.............................................................................................................................. 83

Bibliography........................................................................................................................... 88
Filmography........................................................................................................................... 93
Curriculum
Vitae....................................................................................................................................... 103

v

List of Figures
Fig 1-1.....................................................................................................................................1
Fig 1-2.....................................................................................................................................24

vi

1

Introduction

70 E M E A N N I V E R S A I R E
ÿ ^ c h n ç id v j|

8 2 1 6 ,»

K PW 2)

200FC

U N IO N d e s C O M O R E S

U N IO N d e s C O M O R E S

U N IO N d e s C O M O R E S

U N IO N d e s C O M O R E S

U N IO N d e s C O M O R E S

U N IO N d e s C O M O R E S

ROM Y SCHNEIDER

Fig. 1-1.
The illustration above (Fig. 1) shows a set of commemorative stamps featuring
the iconic German/Austrian film actress Romy Schneider. It was issued in 2008 by the
Union of the Comoros, an island in the Indian Ocean just off the southeastern coast of
Africa near the former French colony of Mozambique. The stamp set marks the 70th
anniversary of Schneider’s 1938 birth and depicts six dual images of the actress, covering
two different time periods and drawn onto a backdrop of a black and white countdown
reel. One of the two images placed in the foreground on each stamp is a “glamour” shot
or a famous photograph of Romy; the other image in the background depicts a scene from
a specific film she appeared in. Schneider achieved wide-spread fame at the age of 17
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after portraying a romantic, sanitized and saccharine-sweet version of the Empress
Elizabeth of Austria in director Ernst Marischka’s Sissi (1955) and its two sequels - Die
junge Kaiserin (The Young Empress, 1956) and Schicksalsjahre einer Kaiserin {Fateful
Years o f an Empress, 1957). This portrayal cemented her status, almost overnight, as the
most famous and iconic German-speaking actress of her generation and typecast her
already in the early part of her career. Schneider’s role in the Sissi trilogy was one that
she would grow to hate because it would undoubtedly haunt her for the rest of her life,
despite the many concerted efforts on her part to distance herself from both the Sissi role
and the cultural association the role bore in Germany. With its narrative focused on
romance and “friendly” imperialism, the Sissi trilogy in German-speaking countries
functioned both as an avenue of post-war national myth making, and as an effective way
of national mourning, which placed Schneider at the center of the debate. Sissi
“demonstrated yet again the victory of the heart over the “evil” of politics, the dream of
conquering people and countries with no more than a feminine smile and maternal care.”
(Sieglohr, 1097). As an internationally-known German actress, Romy Schneider is
second in notoriety and iconicity only to Marlene Dietrich. Like Dietrich, Schneider had
an ambivalent relationship with her home country which, after she controversially left it
for France in 1960, is still the focus of much discussion in Germany today.
The arrangement of the images on the stamps is interesting because it highlights
the “complex configuration of visual, verbal or aural signs” of a particular performer,
which Richard Dyer has described as the “star image” (1979, 34). In his landmark book,
Stars (1979), Dyer attempts to explain what hithero was thought to be unexplainable: a
star’s “charisma” and, as Pam Cook adds, our “fascinated response to it” (xiv). Dyer

argues that star “charisma” - that little extra something that makes one experience a
performer as otherworldly or special - can work against a film narrative’s drive for
ideological closure. As Dyer notes in his subsequent study Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars
and Society (1986), a film star’s image is not just limited to his or her films, but also
consists of “the promotion of those films and of the star through pin-ups, public
appearances, studio hand-outs and so-on” (1986, 2). Just because a performer dies at the
end of a film, for example, that does not necessarily mean the star goes with it. If a
performer possesses “charisma,” the excess meaning that his or her presence generates on
screen will ultimately override any sense of narrative closure in the viewer because “[his
or] her dazzling image lingered on in the spectator’s mind” (Cook, xv). It is important to
note, however, that a “star image” neither is always consistent, constant and universal,
nor does it necessarily always affirm nationally-specific desires. Stars matter, notes
Dyer, because “they act out aspects of life that matter to us; performers get to be stars
when what they act out matters to enough people” (1986, 17). Though there are certain
constant features of human existence a certain star may touch upon, the particular
features never exist outside a cultural and historically-specific place or context (Dyer
1986, 17). When considering the Schneider stamp set in the context of Dyer’s notion of
stardom, one cannot help but note what William Butler Yeats once famously remarked
about the postage stamp: “Designs in connection with postage stamps may be described
as the silent ambassadors on national taste” (Skolos and Wedell, 146). It should come as
no surprise then, that the individual images a culture produces, or chooses to remember
through material objects or media items like postage stamps or films, speak volumes
about that particular culture. The way that images are selected and arranged on such a
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“banal” thing like a postage stamp works to tell us about how and what a particular
culture thinks about an idea, event or an individual. One interesting aspect of the Romy
stamps is that they are arranged in a way which creates an almost literal meaning for
Schneider’s star image, illuminating its “circulation” in French culture on a material
level1.
In the Romy Schneider stamp set, one finds present the national tensions that
would come to define both her career and her “star image”. For instance, one notices
immediately that Sissi is not a prominent feature. In fact, all that is included from the
trilogy is an image from the sequel Der junge Kaiserin (1956), which is actually not a
still from the film itself, but a famous promotional image of Romy with co-star Karheinz
Bohm (centre-right). Though the Sissi trilogy is not a prominent feature of the set, it is
still present as a nostalgic backdrop, albeit in an extremely condensed (and almost
displaced) manner. The Sissi reference is surrounded by stamps featuring five other films
Romy made outside of Germany in both France and Italy: Le Trio Infernal (Francis
Girod, France, 1974 - top left), Katia (Robert Siodmak, France, 1959 - top right),
Ludwig (Luchino Visconti, Italy, 1972 - centre-left), César et Roaslie (Claude Sautet,
France, 1972 - bottom left) and Max et les Ferrailleurs (Claude Sautet, France, 1971 —
bottom right). The Ludwig (centre-left) stamp is also quite interesting because in the
film, Romy played Sissi yet again, but in a more historically accurate and serious manner
as the Empress Elizabeth. In Ludwig, Romy played the empress as a cold and unyielding
woman who, though largely absent in the four-hour epic, exists as a vivid, Wagnerian

1 It is interesting to note here that other stamp sets issued in the Union of the Comoros in 2008 use
similar strategies of image juxtaposition. For example, a stamp featuring former American president John
F. Kennedy shows the Apollo 11 spacecraft sandwiched between an image of him and Marilyn Monroe.

fantasy in the mind of her cousin, King Ludwig II of Bavaria. By contrasting the Sissi
character with Schneider’s role as the Empress in the German Sissi with the Italian
deconstructing of her role in Ludwig as well as other “modem” in French film
productions of the 1970s, it is possible to see in the stamp set some subtle tensions
between her two conflicting nationalities as well as her place in post-war European
cultural history. How the conflicts between these post-war European national identities,
which I pointed to above, are present within the star image of Romy Schneider is the
primary focus of this project.

The chestnut-haired, green-eyed Romy Schneider (bom Rosemarie Magdalena
Albach-Retty in Vienna in 1938) came from an old, established German-Austrian acting
family. Her German mother, Magda, was a famous stage and screen actress during the
Third Reich and her Austrian father, W olf Albach-Retty, was a noted performer in both
the Vienna Burgtheater and on the German screen. Romy made her screen debut at age
14, appearing in several films with her mother, most notably Hans Deppe’s Wenn der
weiße Flieder wieder blüht ( When the White Lilacs Bloom Again, 1953), which led to
further film offers in Germany and primed her for her role in the Sissi films. By 1957,
Romy began appearing in other German films such as Mädchen in Uniform (Girls in
Uniform, Geza von Radvänyi, 1958), a remake of a controversial Weimar-era film that
featured lesbian undertones. In 1960, Schneider left Germany for France, appearing
alongside Alain Delon in Christine (Pierre Gaspard-Huit, France, 1960), a remake of
Max Ophiils’ Libelei (1933), a film her mother had starred in years before (making her
casting certainly not a coincidence). Her two-year relationship with Delon that began
after the filming of Christine caused much controversy in Germany, but marked a turning
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point in her life in a number of ways. The couple was often a favourite target of gossip in
the European tabloid media. A strikingly beautiful couple, the two became known as
“Europe’s little fiances” - creating, as Ginette Vincendeau writes, a “symbolicallycharged Franco-German pairing in the post-war context” (25). In France, Romy began to
escape her typecasting as Sissi by taking on more mature roles and establishing a
reputation as a talented and serious character actress both in film and on the Parisian
stage. This was largely due in part to her association with Luchino Visconti, whom she
met through Delon, and who cast her in a stage production of John Ford’s ‘Tis a Pity
She's a Whore and later in an episode in the multi-director omnibus film Boccaccio ’70
(Italy, 1962).

In the 60s, Romy would work with such luminary directors as Orson Welles, Otto
Preminger and Henri-Georges Clouzot, gaining critical accolades and several awards and
nominations in the process. During a short-lived stint in Hollywood, she demonstrated a
natural talent for comedy by appearing with Jack Lemmon and Edward G. Robinson in
Good Neighbor Sam (David Swift, USA, 1964) and with Peter Sellers, Woody Allen and
Peter O’Toole in What’s New, Pussycat (Clive Donner, USA, 1965). By the 1970s,
Romy had established herself in France, beginning the most productive and rewarding
time in her career and playing a wide range of roles —usually as a modem, sexuallyliberated woman - in productions by Claude Sautet, Costa-Gavras and Claude Chabrol.
It was in France during this period that Schneider began deliberately choosing roles that
critically engaged with Germany’s fascist past. Films like Le Train (Pierre GranierDeferre, 1973), Le Vieux Fusil (The Old Gun, Robert Enrico, 1975) and La Passante du
Sans-Souci (The Passerby, Jacques Rouffio, 1982) - best-known as her final film - deal
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with recent post-war European history and individual suffering from a French
perspective. The final years of Romy’s life were marred by tragedy, illness and
suffering: a debilitating kidney disease that required surgery, alcoholism, an ugly divorce
from her second husband Harry Meyen and the tragic, untimely death of her young son
David in 1981, an event from which she never really recovered. Romy threw herself into
her work in order to cope, but the strain and pressure of her work schedule proved to be
too much for her and she died of heart failure in 1982 (which many presume to have been
a suicide).

My involvement with and interest in star studies and the life of Romy Schneider
was largely the result of a happy accident. Initially, my interest in the films of the New
German Cinema - particularly those of Rainer Werner Fassbinder - brought me to the
history of post-war West-Germany during the so-called “Wirtschaftswunder” (or
“economic miracle”) of the 1950s. What fascinated me about Fassbinder’s take on that
period, especially in films like The Marriage o f Maria Braun (1979) and Veronika Voss
(1982), was his relentless and creative probing of the period’s amnesiac atmosphere and
its effects on the West-German population’s ability to come to terms with the horrors of
the Holocaust and their own guilt. O f interest to me as well was Fassbinder’s - and, by
proxy, the broader community of the New German Cinema - synthesis of popular film
genres, both German and Hollywood, into his films. Since the themes and
preoccupations o f the New German Cinema had already been widely covered in various
scholarship - notably through the admirably voluminous work of Thomas Elsaesser and
Sabine Hake - the initial idea was abandoned. I was then introduced to the Sissi films
and Romy Schneider and became instantly fascinated. With its idyllic Alpine landscapes
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and its safe and seemingly apolitical and romantic storyline, the Sissi trilogy stands to me
as a stunning example of how political realities and cultural-ideological sentiments are
“unconsciously” expressed in West-German entertainment cinema of the 1950s - a
national cinema that, second only to the films of the Third Reich, has been polemically
discussed by film scholars like Thomas Elsaesser and Johannes von Moltke as the
quintessential “bad object” of German film historiography. Though the 1950s and 1960s
may have been a “boom time” creatively for an increasingly-transnational method of
European film production, West-Germany and Austria seemed to lag behind. During this
period, West-Germany seemed to be only producing popular, generic “escapist” fare,
largely sealing itself off from the rest of Europe as it tried to rebuild its own storied film
industry from the rubble and ruin of war. The Sissi films and Romy Schneider fit into
this period nicely, because of the trilogy’s enduring popularity - as it is probably the most
popular and fmancially-successful film series in German history - and Romy’s intimate
association with the principal role in the trilogy. Sissi was a role that endeared Schneider
to a tense cultural atmosphere and at the same time tied her down to it. Though
Schneider was not the only European actress to work outside of her home country in the
1960s and 1970s, what makes her fascinating to me is her tense and complex relationship
with her home country. Although she tried to escape her past, parts of her German
identity - parts she ultimately tried to suppress - found their way into her star image.

As is often the case when dealing with a popular film that made its lead performer
a star, however, the analytic focus must shift from the film text to that star himself or
herself. Hence, the most difficult part of star studies is how to historically reconstruct
and “read” a particular “star image” - especially one that is as complex and ripe with
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contradictions as is the case with Romy Schneider. Dyer has argued that star images are
made up of a complex number of forms and meanings, resulting in what he in a Brechtian
manner calls a “structured polysemy” (Dyer 1979, 3). By looking at Dyer’s brief analysis
of the “structured polysemy” of Jane Fonda in the second section of Stars and his
extended analyses of Marilyn Monroe and Paul Robeson in Heavenly Bodies, in which he
broke down the “star image” into sections that explained their places in historical and
cultural context as well as their contradictions, I found a way to properly approach Romy
Schneider. Romy’s “star image” can be broken down into three sections: 1) Her early
German period, in particular the Sissi films, which ultimately grounded her as a cultural
arbiter in Germany, 2) The “middle period” of her career in which she tried to escape the
constricting typecasting as Sissi by leaving Germany and working in European and
international art films and 3) The final period, in which she became fully “French,” but
still maintained traces of her German identity. The “memory image” of Romy Schneider,
like Marlene Dietrich before her, is ultimately claimed by two nations in the
contemporary era: France and Germany. Both Germany and France each claim a
particular aspect of her “star image” as a part of their national heritage.

This project is broken down into three chapters which follow the outline above.
In Chapter 1, “Romy Schneider’s ‘Body Too Much’: Sissi, Ludwig and ‘Star Image,”’ I
use Jean-Louis Comolli’s seminal essay “Historical Fiction: A Body Too Much” (1978),
which discusses the difficulty viewers have suspending their disbelief when watching an
historical film, to analyze the Sissi role and its relationship to Romy Schneider. Starting
off with a discussion of historical fiction, I place the German period of Romy’s career in
its historical and cultural context, explaining why she became so strongly associated with
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the Sissi role. I discuss the Sissi films and their cultural significance, break them down
generically and compare Romy’s role as the empress in the trilogy to her role as the
empress in Visconti’s Ludwig.

Chapter 2, “The ‘Wandering’ Star Image: Revisiting Romy Schneider’s 1960s
and 1970s Filmmaking”, looks at the “middle period” of Romy’s career in the context of
European art films. I begin with a discussion of the Hans Jürgen Syberberg documentary
Romy - Portrait eines Gesichts {Romy - Anatomy o f a Face, 1965) to introduce my
argument that as a way to escape her typecasting in the Sissi films, Romy became a
“wandering woman,” moving around Europe and appearing in bit parts in many different
art films in an effort to muddy the specifics of her national identity. Mark Betz, in this
book Beyond the Subtitle: Remapping European Art Cinema (2009), argues that the
“wandering woman” in European art cinema - a favourite trope in Italian and French
cinemas particularly - “served as the locus for a modem cinema of recolonization” of
various sorts (38), which is symptomatic o f broader European anxieties concerning post
war modernization. By looking at her role in films such as Boccaccio ’70, I argue that
Romy’s “star image”, on and off screen as an exiled actress working in Italy and France
during this period, can also be described along the lines of the “wandering woman” trope.
In the final chapter, ‘“ Deutschland, Meine Heimat’: Tracing German Post-War
‘Public History’ through Romy Schneider”, I begin by looking at the 2009 German
television biopic Romy (Torsen C. Fischer) as a way of discussing Schneider’s place in
contemporary German public discourse. In particular, I look at the concept of
Vergangenheitsbewältigung, or “coming to terms with the past,” and its relationship to
the films made by the “Post-Wende” generation the makers of the Romy biopic belongs

to. In this chapter, I bring Romy “home” by discussing the presence of these typically
German narratives of victimization, suffering and Vergangenheitsbewaltigung in both the
2009 biopic and the latter part of her career in the 1970s and early 1980s, seen in French
and German productions like Le Train (1973), Le Vieux Fusil (1975), Gruppenbild mit
Dame (1977), and most importantly, her final film, La Passante du Sans-Souci (1982).
La Passante, a French-German co-production, is interesting in this case because of the
way the film illustrates the two differing national perspectives on “victimization” during
the war. Particularly notable is the fact that the German and French versions of the film
each had different endings - the German one had a happy ending and the French one had
a sad ending where it is implied that the protagonists are both killed off, presumably by
neo-Nazis, after the film ends.
As the commemorative stamp set issued by the Union of the Comoros indicates,
Romy Schneider almost forty years after her untimely death is still largely with us. In
this study, I hope to not only help to explain her cultural after-life across the globe, but
also to put her unique “star image” into perspective by considering larger connections
between popular genre, historical representation and national cinema.
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Chapter 1
Romy Schneider’s “Body Too Much”: Sissi, Ludwig and “Star Image”
All cinematic fictions are stretched more or less tightly
by a knot o f denegation. But historical fiction takes things
further, and brings into play a movement of denegation to
infinity. The coded is more visible, the supposedly known
more awkward, the belief more problematic: there is more
to denegate, a body and a knowledge too much.
-Jean-Louis Comolli, Historical Fiction: A Body Too
Much? (1974)
Sissi sticks to me just like oatmeal.
-Romy Schneider (1972)
If one is to discuss the life and career of Romy Schneider, it is necessary to begin
with her German-language films and elaborate upon arguments about genre, stardom,
historical representation and the biopic. One of the biggest problems one encounters
when dealing with an historical figure like the Empress Elizabeth or a famous celebrity
like Romy Schneider who played that historical figure is reconciling the two and
separating myth from fact. Especially when one is dealing with a figure that means
different things to different people and is mired in popular myth. This concept of
reconciliation relates quite intimately to Romy Schneider, who is undoubtedly best
known for starring in Austrian director Ernst Marischka’s Sissi trilogy, the enduringly
popular series of films about Empress Elizabeth of Austria . Here, it is my intention to
discuss the German-language part of Schneider’s career through the focus of her role in2

2 The trilogy consisted of the films Sissi (1955), Sissi - DieJunge Kaiserin (Sissi - The Young Empress, 1956)
and Sissi - Schicksalsjahre einer Kaiserin (Sissi - Fateful Years of an Empress, 1957). The films' titles are a
reference to the Empress's nickname. Using the Empress's nickname, instead of her real name, highlights
the melodramatic nature of the films. It is about the "romantic", personal side of the Empress and not
about her as a political figure, bringing her closer to the (female) viewer.
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the Sissi trilogy and place it in a broader cultural and historical context. My main
concern in this chapter lies primarily with Schneider’s intimate cultural association with
the title role in the Sissi films. This ultimately relates to German (or German-language)
national identity, European and German-language popular cinema after the Second World
War and Schneider’s troubled star personality on the verge of a particularly successful
and notably transnational European career; during which time she would grow to hate her
association with the film role as the Empress and try to distance herself from it.
According to Austrian film historian Robert von Dassanowsky, Schneider’s future career
was often hindered by “unwise choices” made in attempts to discard her Sissi image at all
costs (162). Schneider did, of course, finally play the role of Empress Elizabeth once
more in her varied international career for Luchino Visconti in his 1972 film Ludwig , a
role she took as a reluctant personal favour to the director. Visconti is widely credited as
being the director who enabled Schneider to be taken more seriously as a transnational art
house actress when he cast her as the sophisticated wife of a scandal-plagued Italian duke
in II Lavoro (The Job), a segment from the 1962 Italian omnibus film, Boccacio 70. It
was Schneider’s role in Ludwig, however, that finally enabled her to give a more serious,
mature and realistic performance as the unhappy Empress she grew to hate. As I will
argue, by appearing in Ludwig as the empress, Schneider ultimately worked to erase and
deconstruct her cultural association with both the historical figure and the role.
The Sissi trilogy was produced between 1955 and 1957, effectively and almost
overnight making both Schneider the most-popular and internationally-recognized
German-speaking actress of her generation and Ernst Marischka the most commercially-3
3 Visconti's Ludwig (1972) is a four-hour long episodic film about the "mad king" Ludwig II of Bavaria. His
biography was adapted by Hans-Jürgen Syberberg in the same year as Ludwig - Requiem für einen
jungfräulichen König (Ludwig - Requiem fo ra Virgin King, 1972).
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successful German-speaking director/producer of the decade. As a member of the socalled Marischka filmmaking “dynasty4,” Ernst had worked as a producer, director and a
writer in both Austria and Germany and is particularly noted for writing several
screenplays for imperial costume dramas with a “specifically Viennese atmosphere” both
before and after the advent of sound (Steiner, 60). Along with Johanna Matz and
Annemarie Düringer5, Romy Schneider is known to be one of Marischka’s favourites and
perhaps one of his most-famous acting “discoveries” in the German-language film world.
This became already apparent in the 1954 film Mädchenjahre einer Königin ( Victoria in
Dover/The Young Victoria) a romantic melodrama about the young Queen of England
(played by a teenage Romy Schneider) falling in love and marrying her future consort,
Prince Albert, in the town of Dover. Mädchenjahre einer Königin was a film particularly
inspired by wide-spread national and international interest in the 1953 coronation of the
young Queen Elizabeth II, which was presented to the Austrians and the Germans by
British occupation forces as a kind of “de-Nazification” process through celebrations and
mandatory public screenings of a documentary film titled A Queen is Crowned (von
Dassanowsky, 158). Schneider’s role as the young British Queen was one that Marischka
had tailor-made as a prototype for her future “sweet-girl image” as a cinematic royal.
This was emblematized by the first of the Sissi films - which effectively recycled the
same plot elements as Victoria in Dover - made a year later (Steiner, 60). The sheltered,
convent school-raised Romy ultimately and ideally “embodied the figure of the young
4 It seems that the story of the Austiran Empress runs in the Marischka family. Ernst's older brother,
Hubert, wrote the screenplay for The King Steps Out, the Josef von Sternberg-directed film based on the
1932 Fritz Kreisler operetta, Cissy, and starring American opera diva Grace Moore. The first film in the
Sissi trilogy can be considered a non-musical remake of the Kreisler operetta and the von Sternberg film.
5 Diiinger and Matz are Austrian and Swiss actresses who were best-known for their roles in early 1950s
Austrian popular cinema. Düringer is also noted for appearing as Dr. Marianne Katz in Fassbinder's
Veronika Voss (1982).
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Viennese girl of the mid-fifties: a blend of charm and innocence” (Steiner, 60).
Schneider’s upbringing, and subsequent starring role in the Sissi trilogy ultimately
“promoted her as the elegant ingénue counterpoint to the sexy nymphet image of the
other young European female superstar of the mid-1950s, France’s Brigitte Bardot” (von
Dassanowsky, 162). Narratively, the Sissi films fall under what Alexis Schwarzenbach
calls the “imagined queen” subgenre of the historical film, which turns history into an
almost fairytale-like romance67(313). Romy, it seems, was very carefully groomed for
her cultural marriage to the role in the Sissi films from a very young age and “came to
embody the full idealization of Austrian womanhood” as the naïve and innocent monarch
(Steiner, 59).
The first film in the trilogy, simply titled Sissi, was released in 1955. Much like
the film Victoria in Dover, the plot of Sissi focuses on a marriage and revolves around the
pre-imperial life of the sixteen-year-old Bavarian Princess Elizabeth, her brief courtship
with and subsequent marriage to Emperor Franz Joseph of Austria (Karlheinz Böhm ).
Against the imperial backdrop of the Bad Ischl villa in rural Austria, the young emperor
instantly falls in love with the wild and free-spirited Sissi after coming across her fishing
on his game reserves while on his way to meet his arranged bride at the villa. The
Emperor is expected to marry Sissi’s elder and more court ready sister Helene (Nene,
played by Uta Franz), but in the end his love for the young Sissi prevails against his
mother Arch Duchess Shopie’s (Vilma Degischer) strict and dynastic wishes. The film
6 Oher "imagined queen" films listed by Schwarzenbach include Roman Holiday (William Wyler, US, 1953),
Desiree (Henry Koster, US, 1954) and Anastasia (Anatole Litvak, US, 1956).
7 The Sissi trilogy brought its male star - Karlheinz Bohm - instant fame, notoriety and stardom.
Karlheinz Bohm, the son of noted Viennese orchestra conductor Karl Bohm, is also notable for playing
Mark, the psychopathic voyeur protagonist in Michael Powell's 1960 thriller Peeping Tom (UK). Bohm,
like Romy, also had trouble escaping his boyish image as the Austrian Emperor Franz Joseph in the Sissi
films.
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ends with Sissi and the Emperor’s wedding ceremony in Vienna. The second film, Sissi:
die Junge Kaiserin (Sissi: the Young Empress, 1956) follows a newly-coronated Sissi,
“uprooted from the relative freedom of her childhood” and forced to adapt to the strict
pomp and regimented life of the Hapsburg court as enforced by her rigid mother-in-law,
who also takes it upon herself to raise Sissi’s children (Steiner, 59). Sissi is isolated in
the imperial palace from the Emperor, whose rigid and reluctant sense of duty requires
him to spend more of his time dealing with state affairs rather than his wife. The film
also deals with the establishment of the Austro-Hungarian Empire after Sissi intervenes
with her husband to pacify Hungarian nationalists. Hungary is a nation Sissi repeatedly
insists she has great affection for and the pacification of the rebels through amnesty and
friendship acts as an olive branch and is a move which ultimately benefits the Austrian
monarchy. The film ends with a triumphal procession in Budapest, where Sissi and Franz
Joseph are crowned the reigning sovereigns of Hungary. The final film, Sissi:
Schickasalsjahre einer Kaiserin (Sissi: Fateful Years o f an Empress, 1957) deals with the
further alienation of the royal couple. Sissi spends more and more time in Hungary while
Franz Joseph tends to the affairs of the state in Vienna, suspecting his wife of being
unfaithful with the Hungarian Count Andrassy (Waler Reyer). The couple reconciles in
Vienna, Sissi contracts tuberculosis and must leave Vienna on doctor’s orders and travel
through warmer climates like Spain, Greece and Portugal. The film ends in Milan as the
royal family - young daughter now included - are reunited and greeted by the Pope and
the Italian people in a royal procession.
By the end of the 1950s, Romy Schneider was the most popular film star in both
Europe and the German-speaking world. The most important aspect to note about the
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effect the Sissi films had on Romy’s star persona is that the two women were fused
together by the German and Austrian press, which would refer to Schneider either “by
combining her name with ‘Sissi,’ or by using that name as a synonym for her”
(Schwarzenbach 313). By 1957, the “sweet girl” image Romy had accumulated as a
result of the three Sissi films8 was heavily endorsed and regulated by the Austrian state
and various media. According to German film critic and cultural theorist Georg SeeBlen,
anything that was seen as racy or “out of character” by Austrian cultural authorities, such
as Romy’s passionate kiss with co-star Horst Bucholz in Helmut Kautner’s Monpti
(1957), was censored out of fear that such a display would taint Schneider’s “sweet girl”
image in the eyes of the German-speaking public (69). Sissi was widely-hailed upon its
release as the film that rehabilitated the German-language film among international
audiences, launching a European Sissi craze that to this day is “long-perpetuated by the
films’ annual Christmas screenings” on German-language television networks (Carter,
82). In 1962, the trilogy was condensed into a two and half hour long English-dubbed
compilation released by Paramount for North American audiences and titled Forever My
Love9. There is an odd sentiment of binationalism present in the reception of the Sissi
trilogy. For one, the production of the first film and its subsequent release in 1955
coincided with the signing of the Austrian Staatsvertrag (State Treaty), which
renegotiated and reconfigured territory from the Allies and returned Austria to full

8 There were also plans to make several more installments. Even when Romy had refused to make the
third Sissi film, Austrian cultural ministers pressured her into doing it anyway. By the end of the cycle,
Sissi had indeed become a "national affair".
9 Complete with its kitschy Burt Bacharach theme tune, Forever My Love is a culturally-neutral film which
removes any German-specific iconography that was not already a cliché to North American audiences and
instead presents itself as something on the level of a Hollywood costume drama. The film was a critical
and box-office failure. The New York Times stated that it preferred Von Sternberg's The King Steps Out
instead.
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sovereignty as the neutral and democratic Second Republic (von Dassanowsky, 158). In
West-Germany, the first Sissi film received phenomenal financial and popular success in
the first year of its release, gamering an audience in excess of ten million and achieving
up to 98% market penetration among Southern provincial audiences (especially in
Bavaria) who were, according to Erica Carter, “among the film’s most-enthusiastic and
supportive fans” (81). The film’s incredible success prompted “a cultural debate in the
German-speaking world” which saw the film subjected to a heated trade dispute over its
marketing and naming rights as it was common practice among West German distributors
to market Austrian films “both in the FRG and internationally” as distinctly German
productions (Carter, 81). Despite the Second World War having been over for more than
ten years, this so-called “diplomatic row” over culture, as described by Carter, managed
to bring up distinct memories of the Anschluss of 1938, during which the Austrian
territory and culture was annexed and assimilated by Nazi Germany. It is interesting to
note, however, that these ideological and political references in the first Sissi film are
expressed in an almost inverted fashion. An early scene of the Austrian Emperor and his
mother discussing his imminent need to marry and her decision of whom he will marry
“because rejection could lead to political disgruntlement,” demonstrates the advantages
the Emperor’s mother feels a pan-German union will have. By arranging a marriage to a
Bavarian (Nene at first) “with all the virtues you could wish for,” the Archduchess is
gesturing to the supposed universality of German-language cultures, a quick and painless
union that “offends no country”. What the Sissi films did so well, according to Georg
SeeBlen, was to “present a demilitarized, depoliticized version of a dynastic foundation
myth as if it were pop” (68). Sissi’s sanitized atmosphere, lavish imperial setting and

kitschy romantic storyline all presented through the innocent face of Romy Schneider,
functioned as a way for the German world to come to terms with itself, promoting the
myth as if it were the history. The very fact that Franz Joseph chose a woman like Sissi an earthy, free-spirited “Bavarian mountain girl” with no regard for imperial protocol: a
complete contrast from Nene - in the first film, highlights the clash between the brash,
“volkish” world of Bavaria and the refined sensibilities of the Vienna imperial court
(Ascheid, 127 nl8). The union between Franz-Joseph and Sissi is ultimately a peaceful
one, a “metaphor for a politics based on representation, not on the use of power, force or
money” (SeeBlen, 73). Given the trilogy’s historical setting during a time period of
heavy neo-absolutism and “political retrenchment for the Habsburg Empire,” it is not
particularly surprising that a film like Sissi could inspire such a heated cultural debate in
the German-speaking world (Carter, 83). Sissi’s melodramatic over-identification with
Germany and Bavaria could explain the popularity of the film with German audiences. In
the film, the ability to identity with different national (or regional) identities within the
larger Austro-Hungarian Empire is a positive quality of this new Empress. Here one can
see the “guilt-free” connection between Germany (Bavaria) and Austria, a partnership
that is ultimately not based on any imperial aggression or cultural prejudices, unlike that
of the Nazis.
Given this debate, it is difficult to place the Sissi trilogy generically, since it both
encompasses and hybridizes two genres that were immensely popular and culturally
relevant in the German-speaking world during both the pre and post-war periods: the
Kaiserfilm costume drama and the Heimatfilm. The Sissi trilogy itself owed its immense
success not only to the “fascination and appeal” of its two young stars, but also,
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according to Gertraud Steiner, “the opulence of the imperial setting and not least the
costumes” (59). For instance, Romy appeared as Sissi in the exact same gown, with her
flowing and almost Rapunzel-like hair, and “in the same style as the Empress Elizabeth is
depicted in the famous portrait by Franz Xaver Winterhauter10” (Steiner 59). Any history
occurring before the Anschluss was too difficult and, according to von Dassanowsky,
“too complicated by its politics or the suggestion of native Nazi sympathies to be
portrayed on screen” (160). The Kaiserfilm is not a particularly unique genre to Austria since it only stands as glorified culturally and historically-specific costume drama - but
its own “cinematic vocabularly” functioned as a way to safely anchor the nation in the
better more “civilized” filmic reproduction of the “good old days” of the cultured and
sophisticated Hapsburg Imperial past, and suggest “Austria as a distinct entity from
Germany” (von Dassanowsky, 160). However, despite its look, the Sissi films do not
operate under the pretense of historical accuracy. The Sissi trilogy itself “exploits the full
repertoire of Imperial Austria,” complete with every generic cliché of the Kaiserfilm and
costume drama in the book: lavish costumes, Strauss waltzes and a Viennese and
Austrian imperial palace setting in the Hapsburg court, complete with lavish and
bombastic interior location shooting (Steiner, 59). With the signing of the Staatavertrag,
Austria sought to promote itself and its new image to tourists and the post-war
international community as a fully reformed state. The kitschy, Hapsburg-era epics
functioned as a way reminded the population - and to an even greater extent, the rest of
the world - of Austria’s unique place as a small nation within Central Europe, with “its
multiculturalism, its significant contributions to Western civilization and its particular

10 The German painter and lithographer is best known for his portraits of royalty in the mid-nineteenth
century. His name has become associated with fashionable court portraiture.
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tradition of tolerance and liberal humanism, even if it was represented by social elitism
and by the operetta cliché of Viennese charm” (von Dassanowsky, 160). Particularly
evident in Sissi is her nation’s own peaceful annexation and multicultural coexistence
with Hungary at the founding of the Austro-Hungarian state. Thus, according to SeeBlen,
we get the “recreation of Austria as a dream,” and a harmless German-Austrian “quest for
a reactionary, regressive idyll” (70).
The Heimatfilm is a distinctly “local” German film genre that has often been
compared to the American western because of its depiction of “imaginary spaces, pure
movie lives and a strong moral undercurrent” (Boa and Palfreyman, 87). The
“regressive, reactionary idyll” of the 1950s Heimatfilm is usually characterized in its
formulaic happy endings, beautiful peaceful woodland or mountain landscapes, romance,
melodrama, folksy costumes sing-along moments and comedic confusion that ranges
from the lightly pastoral to outright kitsch (Palfreyman, 145). For many, the idea of
Heimat11 rests in its inherent cultural meaning - which has shifted throughout the
generations. The notion of Heimat and the Heimatfilm of the 1950s, according to Rachel
Falfreyman, both stand as “an emblem of popular escape,” which in the context of the
Sissi films would “fit neatly into the twin narratives that have been applied respectively to
the postwar period - German suffering as taboo, and repression of guilt” (145). Since the
Heimatfilm is a genre that obviously marks among its immediate concerns the ideological
meaning of location, space and territory - particularly the displacement from and
relocation within territory - its enduring popularity among the German audiences,
according to Thomas Elsaesser, “has always been linked to crisis and an expression of
11 Heimat is a word that can roughly be translated into English as "Home" and has strong connotations of
belonging, community and pre-modern traditions.
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conflicts that extend beyond the boundaries of its setting and the limited perspectives of
its characters” (quoted in von Moltke, 21). This is not to say, however, that the
Heimatfilm is entirely regressive and anti-modern because it does deal with pertinent
issues of modernity. The theme of Heimat, however, is one that “affords a colourful fight
from a reality deemed lacking into an apparently unrelated fantasy world” (von Moltke,
5). In the context of a post-war Germany, where vast amounts of territory had been lost
and divided, large populations displaced, spaces renamed and reassigned and the insecure
“German” identity ideologically split and called into question, it is not difficult to
understand the wide appeal of the Sissi films in Germany - particularly when one places
them alongside other popular canonical films of the Heimatfilm genre such as Griin ist
die Heide (Green is the Heath, 1951) or Schwarzwaldmadel (Black Forest Girl, 1950).
The Heimatfilm served to “re-establish German identity based on a regional sense of
belonging and on local traditions” (Boa and Palfreyman, 90). Often in the Heimatfilm,
the trauma raised by the many issues of post-war German guilt, victimization,
perpetration and culpability “can be resolved, as it were, within ‘the family’”
(Falfreyman, 150). The ideological work o f the Sissi films thus lies in how they
“translate” and reconcile the familial conflicts inherent in the “pastoral idyll” of the
German Heitmatfilm into the “imperial setting” of the Austrian Kaiserfilm (SeeBlen, 72).
Ultimately, it has been argued that many Heimatfilm internalized and dramatized
post-war problems in the form of the family melodrama. For one, Sissi’s own
“melodramatic imagination,” as it was in most West German Heimatfilm in the 1950s,
lies in its particular use of colour. Erica Carter points out that the Sissi films, with their
“Afgacolored landscapes” and “pastoral idyll,” serve as a comfortable and emotionally-
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distant throwback that reconciles German imperial nostalgia with “the melancholy of
territorial loss” (82). Agfacolor was developed by during the Third Reich as a competitor
to the American Technicolor process and, when it was finally launched for use in colour
feature film production in 1941, “fed Nazi dreams of European film-cultural
hegemony1213” (Carter, 86). More than its hegemonic functions, however, Agfacolor is
also noted for its “muted softness,” which many of its champions claimed appealed more
to European sensibilities than the “garishly artificial Technicolor” (Carter, 86). What one
sees in the first Sissi film in particular, notes Carter, is the way that its use of Agfacolor
“works to curtail the film’s realism and evoke instead the diffuse sentimental excess that
is characteristic both of heritage melodrama and the genre’s nostalgic representational
mode” (86-87). Carter goes on to write that it therefore favours “a static mise-en-scene”
over “perspectival depth,” creating a painterly visual style of balance and harmony (87).
S issf s own association with two key imperial moments - the Habsburg monarchy/19

th

Century Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Third Reich - works as a double form of
nostalgia, underscoring Sissi's own Heimweh

for Germany while in Austria; ultimately

wrapping her in an ambivalent national discourse. The broadsheet press’ description of
the Sissi trilogy’s “tableau aesthetic” and static deployment of “living images with
emotional effects” placed emphasis on “the beauty of suffering” and Sissi’s “noble
suffering,” powerfully evoked in her suffering body (Carter, 87). The films’ “painterly”
aesthetic style o f “balance and harmony” is best emphasized in the press kits, posters and

12 A recent documentary, Harlan: In the Shadow of Jew Süss (Felix Moeller, GER, 2008), discusses at length
director Veit Harlan's frequent use of Agfacolor in a series of Reich-produced melodramas, fantasies and
propaganda films he made with his wife, actress Kristina Söderbaum. These films included Der Groß König
(The Great King, 1941), Die Golden Stadt (The Golden City, 1942), Immensee (1943), Opfergang (The Great
Sacrifice, 1944) and Kolberg (1945).
13 Heimweh can roughly be translated as "homesickness" or "nostalgia" for home.
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lobby cards for the first Sissi film, speaking to the trilogy’s “melodramatic imagination”.
One poster in particular features Sissi, like Narcissus, staring into and identifying with a
“painterly” reflection of her own image in a pool of water (Fig. 5):

Fig. 1-2: "Balance and harmony" in the perfect "generic image" of the Sissi trilogy (Private
collection).

The identifying “balance and harmony” o f this image is shown in a contemplative gaze of
Romy staring at her own “star image” as Sissi. In a Lacanian sense, just as an infant
identifies itself as a perfect, idealized image in a mirror, Sissi is being reflected as an
ideal representation of herself: the perfect “generic image” of the Heimatfilm and of the
Sissi cycle - a woman in perfect harmony with nature, an image that in this case,
encompasses the Heimatfilm genre as a whole. This “female” narcissistic space of self
identification - that of the “regressive idyll” of Heimat - is interrupted and contrasted
with an overpowering black and white image of imperial authority. The mirror image of
Sissi itself, however, is already broken up by a romantic desire for an “other”. In this
case, she is not only watching herself, but herself with Karlheinz Bohm in a kitschy
romantic image. On the one hand, this image might be read on the narrative level as a

wish fulfilling fantasy of the Sissi character. On the other hand, this promotional image
at the same time also serves as a memory-image of the entire film, speaking to the
romantic (and sexual) desires of the audience - a perfectly harmonious, condensed star
image for public consumption. The poster also functions as an image that, like the Sissi
films themselves, works to “translate and reconcile” the conflicts inherent in the familial
and pastoral world of the Heimatfilm into the imperial realm of the Kaiserfilm.
The Sissi films and, to an even larger degree, Romy herself in this case,
functioned as a site of comfortable mourning for the postwar German-speaking public.
Ute Sieglohn writes that the Sissi trilogy, more than any other 1950s tearjerker, “had been
more effective in letting the audience sob their hearts out” (1097). Sissi is a pertinent
example of the continuing repression o f political reality one can see in German-language
popular cinema through the elusive and rather melodramatic notions of Heimat and
Heimweh that play out in the Sissi cycle. For instance, one can note the indecisive nature
of what constitutes Heimat (“home”) for Sissi. She is Bavarian and continuously longs
for her Bavarian pastoral setting - or something like it - while in Vienna. For instance,
in the second film, Sissi, feeling trapped in the oppressive climate of the Austrian
Imperial House, writes a poem in her diary expressing her longing for greener pastures.
Archduchess Sophie finds the diary in Sissi’s desk and reads a portion of the poem to
Franz Joseph:
Young spring returns/And decorates young trees/
With deepest Green/And teaches birds new songs to sing/
While flowers are blossoming/But what is the delight of spring to me/
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Here in this foreign land?/Fm longing for my homeland’s sun/And
for the Isar banks.
The poem indicates that Sissi is afflicted with Heimweh. The homesickness she
feels for Bavaria, her “longing for my homeland” is perhaps only one part of the identity
of the “young Sissi,” but it is an important kind of angst that frames her throughout the
trilogy. This harkens back to a moment in the first film where Sissi is out hunting with
her beloved father, Duke Max (Gustav Knuth) and enjoying a leisurely stroll up a
mountainside. According to Erica Carter, the scene “underscores the relief from sorrow
that rural landscapes afford” when Max recites a poem that becomes a sort of mantra that
Sissi will herself recite “verbatim” in a second mountain scene, a first romantic encounter
with Franz Joseph in the mountains of Bad Ischl:
Whenever sorrow and trouble enter your life, open your eyes and take
a walk like this through the woods. And every tree and every bush,
every animal and every flower will remind you of the almighty power
of God, and you will find solace and strength.
This poem will continue to haunt Sissi like a mantra for the remainder of the trilogy. In a
letter she writes to her family in the second film, Sissi underscores the fact that she
misses the Bavarian landscape, feeling trapped in the Imperial household in Vienna. In
the third film, the most important plot point is how much time she spends outside o f the
Imperial setting. For instance, when she contracts tuberculosis after returning to Vienna,
she must wander to different climates to get well again - such as Corfu, Crete, Portugal,
etc. In a montage of Sissi in Corfu admiring sights, one can see a defining characteristic

of the Sissi model - a wanderlust that ultimately makes her whole again. It is here one
can see that Sissi - and by, extension, Romy’s star image is one built on longing for new
frontiers and wandering.
Sissi’s ties to Heimat, and her constant wandering as part of her character, and as
she is in the trilogy, ultimately relates to Richard Dyer’s notion of “star images and
character.” Dyer argues that the creation o f a character for a particular star image
provides a point of identification for the viewer, which is particularly important when one
considers typecasting. As Dyer writes in Hevenly Bodies, “stars matter because they act
out aspects of life that matter most to us; and performers get to be stars when what they
act out matters to enough people” (2004, 17). The Sissi/Romy cultural typecasting, in
their entire Agfacolor splendor, one could argue along the lines of Dyer,
melodramatically acts out the “political unconscious” of the German/Austrian nation - a
mother for the fatherland who makes everyone dream once again. Just as the final scene
in the final Sissi film - in which the Royal family are happily waving in front of the Pope
- indicates, it is not a matter of violence or power, but peaceful reconciliation and a
happy ending for an otherwise horrible time.
In his influential essay on historical fiction, Jean-Louis Comolli speculates that a
spectator’s belief in the fiction film, in which the success or failure of the “illusion” of
verisimilitude depends upon - “the eclipse of the body of the actor by the character he or
she plays” (Gaines and Herzog 13), is complicated and made problematic by the
historical film. In other words, for the spectator of an historical film (and for the sake of
my argument, I will purposely limit this concept specifically to the biopic) there are two
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rival “bodies” at play14. Comolli’s example is Jean Renoir’s 1938 film La Marseillaise, a
“docufiction” about the French Revolution. Although the film combines fictional
elements with well-researched historical “fact”, Comolli’s real issue with Renoir’s film
lies with the problematic believability effect produced by the director’s cousin Pierre’s
portrayal of King Louis XVI. The generic idea at the heart of the biopic depends entirely
upon exceptional protagonists, fated to do great things, as portrayed by exceptional stars
(Custen 38). The major question Comolli poses in his essay about the historical film is
this: which of these two bodies at play in the picture is, as he puts it, the “body too
much”? Is it the physical body of the actor on screen, or the “memory image” of the
historical figure the actor is portraying? Comolli’s “body too much” is the one the film
needs to do away with so historical verisimilitude is possible for the spectator. However,
unlike in a fictional narrative, one cannot suspend their disbelief so easily. Comolli first
suggests that the body of the actor is too much; largely because the historical figures have
“played, or are supposed to have played their parts, big or small, on the stage of history
before they came to rest on that of the film” (43). Unlike in a fiction film, where the
body of the actor is generally “eclipsed” by the character he or she is playing, historical
films have to support the extra weight of the historical figure’s “memory image”.
Comolli’s eventual conclusion is that the “memory image” is the body too much and
must be “obliterated in order to produce illusion15” (Gaines and Herzog 13). “We have

14 In this case, the conflict is between the so-called "memory image made up of the residue of recollected
images" of the actual historical figure the actor is playing, and the physical body of the actor on screen
(Comolli 48).
15This is the "oh, what a fine actor/actress!" effect Comolli describes, which finds its way into the
functions of the star system. According to Gaines and Herzog, the complete eclipsing of the actor by the
role, produced a condition that was completely "inimical to the star system" (12-13 - italics mine).

never seen anything but (the actor’s) body, but this body has made us see the body too
much of (the historical figure)” (Comolli, 53).
It is here that I wish to address the problem of a star that, according to Jane
Gaines and Charlotte Herzog, “identifies so completely with the character that it extends
beyond the life of the performance” (14). What I want to now focus on is a slightly
different version of this - the star that is so completely and problematically identified
with the role (or the “memory image”) of an historical figure well beyond the life of the
performance that it becomes virtually impossible for either figure to be “obliterated” to
produce the required illusion on screen. It is difficult to ignore a parallel between Romy
Schneider and two other prominent figures of “imagined” cinematic royalty: Greta Garbo
as Queen Christina of Sweden in Rouben Mamoulian’s 1933 film of the same name, and
Marlene Dietrich as Catherine the Great of Russia in Josef von Sternberg’s The Scarlet
Empress (1934).
When we look at the Hollywood biopic, one often notices a relative fusion of both
popular film and popular history (Landy 151). According to Marcia Landy, the “dual
historical role” of the stars as historical subjects of films and as historical commodities
helps to recreate and disseminate a “folklore that provides diverse versions of the past in
relation to the present16” (151). Even though the focus here is on a different national
cinema twenty years later, some comparisons between Schneider, Garbo and Dietrich are
bound to come up; especially since the focus of my discussion deals with how much the
16 Landy's work on the historical film and the biopic deals largely with the folkloric elements of the genre.
She argues that the biopic is not a fixed and "seamless entity that fits into a hermetic classification," but a
constantly shifting mash-up of motifs and expressions that are "plundered from official history and
memory as embedded in other literary forms, film genres and artistic forms such as painting and music"
(151). In Hollywood biopics, of course, one must take into account Hollywood folklore, contemporary
American history, star lore and the position of the director within the film's production.
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figure of the star factors into the effectiveness of the “memory image” of the historical
figure he or she is portraying. In Mythologies, Roland Barthes writes:
Garbo still belongs to that moment in cinema when capturing the human
face still plunged audiences into the deepest ecstasy, when one literally
lost oneself in a human image as one would a philtre, when the face
represented a kind of absolute state of the flesh, which could be neither
reached nor renounced. A few years earlier, the face of Valentino was
causing suicides; that of Garbo still partakes in the same rule of courtly
love, where the flesh gives rise to mystical feelings of perdition (50).
This take on the star image is what Barthes calls the “face object”. Garbo’s star image, as
it relates to Queen Christina of Sweden, is not in direct conflict with the “memory image”
of the historical body in Rouben Mamoulian’s film. Rather, the “memory image” acts as
a kind of signifier of Garbo’s “folkloric” star image in Hollywood. Both Queen
Christina’s narrative and the androgynous, “almost sexually undefined” (Barthes 56)
features of Garbo’s face carry associations with her star image as well. The so-called
“melodramatic affect” of the film is the surplus value that “enables common sense to
masquerade as truth and folklore as history” (161).
In the case of Garbo, one cannot consider Queen Christina without taking into
account the economic and cultural weight the film’s melodramatic elements carry .
Here, it is possible to see a relative complication, in the Deleuzian sense, to Comolli’s
original argument. Deleuze writes of the “affection-images,” which, according to Marcia17
17 One should also note that the casting of John Gilbert as the Spanish emissary Antonio elicits memories
of his and Garbo's torrid love affair together, which was perhaps most famously exploited on the screen,
depicted at its steamiest in Clarence Brown's Flesh and the Devil (1926).
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Landy, are the “expression of the affect through the face in cinema” (173). It is here that
one can gather, through the signifying image of the star (or, in this case, something like
Garbo’s expressionless face in the film), a sense of the “historical state of things, social
roles and individual or collective character, real connections between them” (Landy 173).
The famous final scene of Queen Christina, for instance, carries with it that very same
affect I just described. Don Antonio, the Spanish envoy and Christina’s love interest
(played by John Gilbert) has just been killed in a duel; the queen solemnly walks to the
bow o f her ship, her expressionless face indicating she will never love again as she sails
off as a solitary figure now fully prepared to abandon all primal passions and confront her
destiny as a European sovereign. The affect this shot carries complements Garbo’s
Hollywood star image: she and Gilbert are never to love again and so Garbo marches off
into the annals o f film history while Gilbert becomes footnoted as just another matinee
idol. Garbo’s “face-object” in Queen Christina is now a signifier of the exotic and
mysterious, yet wholly sexless isolation and solitude she became famous for.
The same sort of ideas can be applied to Marlene Dietrich’s role as Catherine the
Great in The Scarlet Empress as well. For instance, Landy writes that the uses of the
“face-object” in von Sternberg’s film:
.. .become a means for individuating characters, for linking the characters to
their social roles and also for producing a consonance between individual
character and the role that he or she is assigned to play. The affection-image
as ‘sensation, sentiment, emotion or impulse’ is melodrama’s instrument for
providing expression of a possible past (173).

The Scarlet Empress is generally seen as the penultimate product of an intense working
relationship between director von Sternberg and star Dietrich. According to Landy, The
Scarlet Empress is an interesting case because it:
.. .draws intentionally and unintentionally on many histories - existing
popular belief about Catherine the Great, folklore notions of Russia and
Russian religious art and star lore, especially as it relates to Marlene
Dietrich, to narratives about her life, marriage, sexuality and maternal
behavior, and to her relationship with Josef von Sternberg (153).
In this case, Catherine the Great’s association with Dietrich’s star image in The Scarlet
Empress is more apparent. Von Sternberg’s film is interesting because it acts an
exemplary text for what Marcia Landy calls “the folklore of stardom” as it encodes the
transformation of the star/character, or the “memory image” of Catherine the Great (170).
As I indicated earlier, Romy’s “sweet girl” image exemplified in the Sissi films embodies
an ideal, regressive, safe and almost domestic “rural” sexuality and femininity for the
German speaking world - what Georg Seesslen called the “new girlishness” (69).
Dietrich embodied just the opposite type of German femininity and sexuality.
Given the late atmosphere of Weimar-ear Berlin, Dietrich came to embody an “urban,”
dangerous and almost burlesque kind of sexuality that, according to Pam Cook,
“projected the utopian desires of her culture, while at the same time resisting the role
assigned to her” (XV). In post-war Europe - particularly in France, Italy and Germany it was the “urban” that came to embody modem and progressive ideas. The Scarlet
Empress deals quite explicitly with bizarre mise-en-scene and sadistic imagery and
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Dietrich’s role as Catherine the Great of Russia elicits parallels to her star image as Lola
Lola, the mysterious and destructive femme fatale of The Blue Angel (1930) as well as
speculations on her sexual appetites and “relative androgyny

The final scene of The

Scarlet Empress attests to this. After Catherine discovers her husband Peter’s (Sam
Jaffe) coup attempt, she is seen dressed in a male military uniform, complete with
trousers, a direct reference to her off-screen star persona. The personality and style of
Dietrich’s Catherine the Great has more in common with that of the burlesque acts of
Mile. Marie Jolie in Morocco (Josef von Sternberg, 1930), or Helen Faraday in Blonde
Venus (Josef von Sternberg, 1932) than it does with any actual historical referent;
Dietrich’s Catherine the Great is a seductive, yet powerful figure of rather bisexual
femininity, her uninhibited sexuality wins the hearts and minds of an entire nation1819. The
argument I am trying to make about Dietrich and Garbo, however, is not new: the royal
characters a star plays has more to do with their star image than with actual history.
Despite attempts at authenticity, including on-location shooting and period costuming,
Marischka’s films, once again, in a similar manner to Queen Christina and The Scarlet
Empress, do not carry the relative pretense of historical accuracy - at least in terms of
narrative and character. All of the royal characters are tailored to fit the personalities of
their performers rather than the other way around.
Unlike Garbo and Dietrich, what is interesting about Schneider is that during the
1950s, her publicity and star persona were largely under the careful control, management
18

For instance, Landy points out that there are relative "contradictions" in reading Dietrich's star image.
Dietrich was married with a child, and yet her star personality was often aligned with Lola Lola. Dietrich
frequently played characters with similar mysterious and yet destructive qualities to Lola Lola (not to
mention the speculations on the nature of her relationship with Josef von Sternberg). Dietrich was a
prime example of movie star femininity and yet she shockingly wore trousers in public (Landy 162-163).
191am thinking of Dietrich's role in Morocco, more specifically, when she dawns male dress at a burlesque
show and kisses a female patron in order to gain the attention of Gary Cooper.
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and influence of her mother and her step father, rather than a major studio

90

(Schwarzenbach 312). However, as I have also noted, the Austrian cultural authorities
were in control of Romy’s image as well. It was this relatively dynastic family element
that made up a rather large part of Schneider’s star persona. She came from a family of
actors and theatre people; her grandmother was a very famous actress in the Viennese
theatre Burgtheater and both parents had starred in many German films before and during
World War II. Romy’s mother would frequently star in all of her daughter’s early films2021
as if to reinforce the familial image. In the Sissi films, the life of the Austrian empress is
merely reduced to melodrama, an innocent and romantic fairy tale about regal destiny,
nation building and healing and dynastic marriage (Schwarzenbach 313).
Schwarzenbach writes that the role elevated Romy to the level of a symbol of Austrian
and German national identity (316). Here, Schneider’s star persona is merged with that
of the “memory-image” of the Austrian Empress, so much so that the popular press
referred to Schneider as the “Crown Princess of German Cinema,” or the “imagined
queen” of the pan-German nation (Schwarzenbach 316).
For one to consider Romy Schneider’s career and her cultural association with
Empress Elizabeth of Austria, we must reconcile the difficulties posed in this context by
Comolli’s argument as it relates to both of these figures. The very fact that Luchino
Visconti cast her as the empress in Ludwig, despite his knowledge of the several years of
effort Schneider put into escaping such a constricting cultural association with the role,

20 Although, contrary to popular opinion, Romy did not view her mother negatively. In the 1965 HansJurgen Syberberg documentary Romy. Anatomie eines Gesichts (Romy: Portrait of a Face), Schneider
reveals that it was her mother who inspired her to go into acting at a young age. I will discuss this film in
more detail in the next chapter.
21 At the very least, this was up until the third and final Sissi film in 1957, which was produced when Romy
was only 19.

raises some interesting questions about Comolli’s “memory image” being the body too
much in the historical film. Though Schneider did portray the historical figure in
Marischka’s films (which she was primed for from a very young age), her reprisal of the
role in Visconti’s film complicates Comolli’s idea of historical fiction, especially since
Romy and Empress Elizabeth (Sissi) were seen as culturally indistinguishable from one
another. The spectre of the historical figure haunted Schneider throughout her life
(sticking to her quite literally “like oatmeal”) and elicited parallel comparisons in every
aspect, right down to the rumours about the sordid details of their sex lives, their socalled tragic deaths

and the early deaths o f their own children. For Visconti, the casting

of Schneider was quite obviously a conscious effort to easily exploit the cultural afterlife
of the Sissi role, but also to create a positive and more realistic continuity between the
two women. Since Visconti gives Schneider a secondary, but not a leading role as the
Empress in Ludwig, it is unimportant to determine which historical “body,” in the
Comollian sense, is “too much” because it is known full well who is playing whom.
What is interesting about Schneider’s casting in Ludwig is that instead of merging the
“memory-image” with the star image, Visconti ignores the historical referent and uses the
cultural referent instead. Unlike what can be seen with Garbo and Dietrich, Visconti
considers a more realistic depiction of Schneider’s star image at the time, especially its
fusion and association with her role as “Sissi” in Marischka’s trilogy. Romy’s rather
muted introduction on horseback in Ludwig is perhaps the most important reference
Visconti makes to the original Sissi films. In the original trilogy, horseback riding is the
ultimate symbol o f freedom and at various points Schneider is seen riding bareback on a
horse, either in the Bavarian or Hungarian wilderness, underneath the mountains in2
22 Schneider died of heart failure at 43 and the Empress was assassinated by an anarchist at 60.
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Austria or at the Possenhofen mansion. In Ludwig, Schneider is also introduced on
horseback, but she is not “free,” by any stretch of the word. She is on the back of a
Clydesdale, being led around in a circle by a servant inside of a tent. She even jokes to
her cousin Ludwig (Helmut Berger) about the possibility of a career as a circus
horsewoman because she is “uncertain” about her future as Empress. In this scene,
Schneider is the Austrian Empress, but what is important about this equine association is
that it references her relative “imprisonment” within the imperial atmosphere, an
entrapment that Schneider similarly felt when associated with the figure.
Schneider only makes an appearance in Visconti’s film when it is necessary to
drive the plot forward; a plot which largely revolves around Ludwig’s latent and
confused homosexuality, his insecurities about ruling and his increasingly expensive and
eccentric patronage of Richard Wagner. In Ludwig, change is “deceiving,” but what is
interesting about Schneider’s role as the empress is that it almost completely undermines
Comolli’s original argument. Even though Schneider is playing a historical figure, the
reference Visconti wants to draw is not with the Empress Elizabeth’s “memory- image,”
but a mash-up of Schneider’s star image and her associated role as Sissi in Marischka’s
trilogy. It seems there is no “body too much” in the sense of history, but only of a
famous role played by a film star. In this sense, Visconti wishes to deconstruct Romy’s
association with the Sissi myth by fracturing the image. Like the royalty Dietrich and
Garbo portrayed, “Sissi” is “fated” to become what she was best known for in
Marischka’s films. In Ludwig, this is not at all the case. As Elizabeth (Romy) says in the
film: “Monarchs like us do not make history. We are just a façade. We are easily
forgotten —unless they give us a bit of fame by killing us.” In the case of most royal
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figures, fame can also be achieved if “they” decide to make a movie about a king or a
queen, a prince or princess, an emperor or empress. Unlike Sissi’s reluctant sense of her
own importance, and her noble “suffering” performance of duty in Marischka’s trilogy, in
Ludwig she has an acute sense of her own growing irrelevance. She is merely a symbol,
a figurehead, and not the Agfacolored, mythical “dream” of the Sissi films. Barely
present and only really existing as an idealized and fractured Wagnerian vision in cousin
Ludwig’s wildly uninhibited and grandiose mind - a vision she scoffs at - the “sweet
girl” has grown up. On horseback, she is content to ride out with history - Heimat or no
Heimat.
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Chapter 2
The “Wandering” Star Image: Revisiting Romy Schneider’s 1960s and 1970s
Filmmaking

We were friends with Romy Schneider. Ever since we filmed Mädchen in
Uniform {Girls in Uniform, 1958) and then Ein Engel A u f Erden {Angel on
Earth, 1959). Then she became famous in France. One of the most
famous actresses in France. She learnt accent-free French and was able to
play French roles. She filmed then constantly in France. One film after
the other. With the best directors - she could choose whatever she
wanted. She was France’s darling.
-German Film Producer Artur Brauner .

In 1965, filmmaker Hans-Jürgen Syberberg shot a documentary2324 for German
television titled Romy - Portrait eines Gesichts {Romy - Anatomy o f a Face)2526in which
for three days, he followed Schneider and interviewed her while she was on a skiing
holiday in the Austrian alpine village of Kitzbühel-Tyrol. According to Syberberg, the
film originally ran close to ninety minutes and showed “a Romy between Germany and
France, making up her mind” (72). By this, of course, Syberberg meant the film
portrayed Romy in an honest and revealing manner in relation to both her star image and
the reality of her situation as a star in both Germany and the broader European film
community . In Syberberg5s original cut of the film, Romy is portrayed as a sad,

23 This epigraph is taken from a 2009 interview with Artur Brauner on the German PAL DVD of the French
film, La Passante Du Sans-Souci (The Passerby, 1982), Romy Schneider's final role before her death later
that year.
24 Syberberg's film is probably best described as a hybrid "observational documentary" and "art film."
25The film's actual premiere on German television is noted to be either 1966 or 1967, partly due to
production delays and several agonizing legal conflicts with Syberberg's producers and Schneider's
managers (Syberberg, 73).
26 Working in a broader European film community was a particularly common characteristic of most
European actors and actresses at the time.

confused and vulnerable woman, living abroad in a multi-national and multi-lingual
climate (Olsen, 18). At this point in her life, according to Syberberg, Romy was living in
Paris, transitioning between two lovers and two nations. Her controversial seven year
relationship with French actor Alain Delon had soured and she had since become
engaged to the German actor Harry Meyen (72). The unfortunate changes made to the
documentary at the behest of her manager and lover Meyen, Schneider herself and
Syberberg’s producers at Bavarian Broadcasting (BR), resulted in a thoroughly truncated
version that ran just under an hour. To name just one example, several candid scenes
including one of a slightly inebriated Romy listening to a Sammy Davis, Jr. record and
telling a nationally-specific joke about a German-Jewish émigré living in New York who
still kept a photograph of Hitler as a form of Heimweh, were removed from the final
version of the film for fear that such statements and behavior would damage her public
image in Germany (Olsen, 18). Other minor changes, including the way Schneider
pronounced “coffee” at breakfast time

or the timeline of the film, shrinking it from

three days to one were made as well (Syberberg, 73).

The final result of such cuts was a

documentary made in a hip, almost Godardian cinéma vérité style, featuring many
montages of magazine cutouts of Romy and sequences shot in a hand-held style with a
pulse and tone that could have been pulled straight out of Breathless (1959) or Bande à
Part (1964). By this point, however, the aesthetic of Godard’s earlier work had become
trendy - was co-opted by ad agencies and heavily used on television - rather than jarring
and politicized, as was originally intended by New Wave filmmakers and Godard
himself. The commercial viability of such a hip aesthetic as seen in the edited version of 27
27 According to Syberberg, Harry Meyen demanded this be changed because Romy said it in English and
not German. Syberberg writes that Meyen demanded the cut because "the German audience does not
expect the Sissi actress to say this" (72/73).
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Syberberg’s film, served to market Romy in a safe and almost trivialized manner, far
away from Syberberg’s probing interrogation of national identity. Needless to say, the
final version of the documentary bore little to no resemblance to what Syberberg had
originally intended. The film that was finally shown ultimately depicts Schneider as a
“wholesome movie idol fit for German television consumption” (Olsen, 18). The
problem with the image of Romy in the final version of Syberberg’s film is that it is a
carefully managed one (like her Sissi persona), functioning more as a pathetic fluff piece
about the “ideal world” of Romy Schneider, both as a German actress and as a sexy,
cosmopolitan European superstar living in Paris and having the opportunity to work with
noted luminary international directors like Orson Welles, Otto Preminger and Luchino
Visconti (Syberberg, 73). In no way does the film allow Syberberg to probe and dissect
the complicated internal conflict between the image and the national myth, as he would
so relentlessly in his more infamous later works, particularly in the controversial and
highly-divisive trilogy of Brecht-inspired films about the cultural and psychological roots
of German fascism as seen through King Ludwig II, Karl May and Adolf Hitler28.

The story of Romy Schneider in the Syberberg documentary speaks to a large and
very important theme about what Richard Dyer calls the “star image,” or the “complex
configuration of visual, verbal and oral signs” found throughout various media texts (60).
The greatest role Romy had ever played - herself - in what Syberberg called “her most
human film, the film of her own life,” was suppressed and ultimately destroyed by herself
(73). Despite what she, Harry Meyen and Syberberg’s producers at Bavarian
Broadcasting may have tried to change or suppress in order to maintain her star image by

28

Ludwig: Requiem for a Virgin King (1972), Karl May (1974) and Our Hitler: A Film from Germany (1978).
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forcing extensive edits to the documentary, the fact remains that the clash between what
Syberberg had originally intended and the resulting creative troubles with the film had
more to do with a conflict over Romy’s national identity than it did with any superficial
particulars of stardom. The “Romy between Germany and France” Syberberg described
was a fundamental part of her star persona that would not go away, despite Romy’s
tireless efforts to discard, ignore, or distance herself from those national origins. By
1965, however, her image - at least to her fancy - seemed far removed from Germany
and that of the original “sweet girl” from the Sissi films. Of particular note in this chapter
is the unique use of foreign languages by Schneider’s characters in several films she
made during this period. Romy had already by the mid 1960s appeared in notable films
by Luchino Visconti, Orson Welles and Otto Preminger ; aside from her own native
tongue, she could speak Italian, French and English fluently and frequently remarked: “I
always try to speak the language of the country in which I find m yself’ (Segrave and
Martin, 225). Having noted this, however, one cannot help but see a specific paradox in
the roles she played in those particular films. Just as Syberberg was forced to cut a scene
from his documentary of Romy pronouncing “coffee” in English instead of German, the
malleable use of foreign language in Preminger’s The Cardinal (1963) and Visconti’s
chapter in Boccaccio 70 ultimately highlights the role language plays in defining
regional and national identity. Romy Schneider’s “wandering” star image in the 1960s
and 1970s on the one hand represents a clear break from the nostalgic Agfacolored
heritage project of national identity found in the epic Sissi; yet, in other ways, Schneider
still remained an uncanny spectre of German “national identity.” Just as Visconti would29
29 In Syberberg's documentary, Schneider notes that she is "most proud of" her roles in II Lavoro (The Job)
- Luchino Visconti's episode in Boccaccio '70 (1962) - Orson Welles' The Trial (1962) and Otto Preminger's
The Cardinal (1963).
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cast her to play the Empress Elizabeth again in Ludwig (1972), in the 1960s and 1970s,
other directors also cast Schneider “historically” or “biographically,” - albeit selfreflexively - even if the films also attempted to distance themselves from the historical
myth-making process. The characters she played in the films up to when she appeared in
the Syberberg documentary speak to the broader theme of the elusiveness of her national
origin after the Sissi films and, as mentioned briefly above and in the previous chapter,
the theme of Heimweh, which was prevalent throughout the Sissi films. Romy would
play either aristocratic or specifically German-speaking characters in the three films, or a
character that seemed to fall in line with a particular, and prominent German historical
theme - such as the paranoid spectre of the Berlin Wall, Communism and Eastern Europe
in Welles’ The Trial30, or Austrian and Catholic complacency with Nazi annexation in
Preminger’s The Cardinal31.

My aim in this chapter is to unpack and dissect Romy Schneider’s ambivalent,
paradoxical and complicated “Eurostar” persona as it appears in the recut version of the
Syberberg documentary and in the three major films she starred in during the years
leading up to 1965. For one, it is important to analyze how her carefully-controlled
image and choice in roles ultimately works to subvert, displace and rebrand her
German/Austrian national identity. It is also important to note here that Romy occupied a
particularly unique place as a European actress in the continental cinema climate o f the

30 It is important to note that Communism is not the direct plot of Orson Wells' film, an adaptation of a
modernist novel written by Franz Kafka in 1925. Although there are no overt references to Communism,
one could argue that there are, however, subtle allusions to the stifling political atmosphere of Eastern
Europe and East Germany in the film's drab, gray and almost impoverished set design, the paranoid and
guilt-ridden mood of Anthony Perkins' role as Josef K., and the fact that he is ultimately persecuted by a
"totalitarian" bureaucracy and killed for an unknown and unnamed crime.
31 Preminger himself was an Austrian émigré as well, having left Europe for Hollywood in 1935.
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1960s. Mark Betz writes that in the late 1950s and throughout the early 1960s and 70s
“the stability of the concept of nation was placed in crisis by modernization and
neocapitalism on the one hand and an increasingly integrated Europe on the other” (97).
In the mid-1950s to the late 1960s, writes Tim Bergfelder, “most European film
industries witnessed a decline in purely national productions and a rise in multinational
co-productions” (53). In the face of such industrial difficulties, including declining
audience figures and the dominance of American distribution, European co-production
strategies provided, at least in theory, “an opportunity to boost productivity, to share
production costs and to increase the number of cinema-goers” (Bergfelder, 53). The
difficulty with such production strategies lay primarily with both national origin and
involvement. In most cases, according to Bergfelder, one country would assume “a
dominate role in initiating or producing a given project,” with the result ultimately being
a “Eurosoup” mess (64). As borders, national film industries, and specific national codes
seemed to dissolve in this new era of protective co-production strategies - mostcommonly against that of the vertically-integrated Hollywood studio system - it was
ultimately “the voice and celebrity (of the actor, but also of the director) that emerged in
•2 ' j

co-produced European art film

as a means toward imaginary nation building” (Betz,

99). International polyglot casts and crew and nationally-specific “new waves” were
“embedded” in larger projects of nation building and recolonization (Betz, 98). In this
environment, in other words, art films in particular tended to have their elusive and
difficult nationalities defined by that of the director or by the stars, most-notably in the
auteur-driven films of the French New Wave or the new Italian Cinema (both of which32
32 Even though the majority of co-productions during this period were popular genre products, the art
cinema sector was aided by such multinational agreements, benefitting directors as diverse as Orson
Welles, Fellini, Pasolini and Visconti (Bergfelder, 56-57).

are also known to have produced a new kind of actress that seemed to allegorize their
nation’s place in a postwar European environment). During this period, Schneider was
sandwiched between these two types of filmmaking as a German émigré actress living in
France, but one constantly moving around this new Europe - seemingly unable, or
unwilling, to stay put in one place at a time. The roles she chose seem to be contradictory
to the particular star image she wanted to cultivate. What one can trace here are aspects
of the “wandering woman,” a persona she would share in part with other notable
“Eurostar” and “new wave” actresses like Brigitte Bardot, Sofia Loren, Monica Vitti,
Jeanne Moreau, Claudia Cardinale, Anna Karina and Catherine Deneuve. It was the
“wandering woman” - a favourite trope in Italian and French art films of that period that served as the locus for what Betz calls the “modem cinema of recolonization” (99).
The one key difference with Schneider, of course, was that she was not specifically
associated with, nor did she participate in the national narratives of any particular “new
wave,” despite her concerted efforts at the time to assimilate herself into France and get
away from Germany into the broader European and international community. In addition
to this, it is also important to begin by situating Schneider within a larger framework of a
marked definition of European femininity and sexuality by comparing and contrasting it
with that of the other “Eurostar” and “new wave” women mentioned above33.

As I indicated in Chapter 1, Schneider’s “sweet girl” image exemplified in the
Sissi films embodies an ideal, regressive, safe and almost domestic “rural” sexuality and
femininity for the German speaking world - what Georg SeeBlen called the “new
girlishness” (69). Schneider’s “sweet girl” image was so heavily endorsed and regulated

33

In France, Schneider was referred to as a "Vedette," roughly translated as "megastar".
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by the German-speaking countries that anything considered racy, such as her passionate
kiss with co-star Horst Bucholz in Helmut Kautner’s Monpti (1957), was censored out of
fear that such a display would taint that particular image in the eyes of the public
(SeeBlen, 69). On the other hand, I argued in Chapter 1 that Marlene Dietrich embodied
just the opposite type of German femininity and sexuality. Given the late atmosphere of
Weimar-ear Berlin, Dietrich came to embody an “urban,” dangerous and almost
burlesque kind of sexuality that, according to Pam Cook, “projected the utopian desires
of her culture, while at the same time resisting the role assigned to her” (XV). It was in
post-war Europe - particularly in France, Italy and Germany - however, that the “urban”
came to embody modem and progressive ideas. If we view the various roles that Romy
played during this period - particularly in “bit parts” and minor roles - it is possible to
notice a type of “wandering,” or flânerie present in Romy’s star image. Mark Betz
indicates that the female body of postwar European art cinema “is one characterized by
poise and freedom of movement, a flâneuse exploring the public architectures of the
modem city” (95). As the rather rigid lines of European nation states disappeared and as
the “old imperial powers and colonial empires were not simply waning, but clearly
defunct,” the definition of the national once again seemed to reside in that mobile,
liberated and sexualized female body (Betz, 96). As Romy herself was caught in a
thoroughly changing Europe, between several nations, as well as two modes of
filmmaking and industrial production, she was also caught between several contradictory
types of femininity and sexuality - “between the old and the new, tradition and
modernity, limitation and freedom”, perhaps best exemplified in that specific period by
her role in Boccacio ’70, a role that seems to situate Romy in a more traditional
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framework, while resisting it at the same time (Betz, 118). From 1960 onward, Schneider
often played strong, but vulnerably sentimental and romantic female characters who
ultimately seemed in control of themselves, but at the same time - like Sissi - were
frequently at the mercy of their surroundings and situations. Even though the characters
she played in the films made from 1960-1965 and onward were “seductive,” alluring and
attractive, sex appeal “was not their dominant quality” (Segrave and Martin, 226). As
Schneider had once remarked: “My physique helps me, but not in the sense understood
for Bardot. It serves me, but it has never borne me.” (Segrave and Martin, 226). By
1965, she had become a serious actress, and her particular image was one that served a
wider and more continental definition of femininity, oftentimes contrasting with many of
her female contemporaries.

Produced by Carlo Ponti in 1962, Boccaccio ’70 is an Italian “omnibus” film - an
anthology of four separate short episodes, each running approximately an hour and
revolving around the similar theme of modem love, marriage and morality - directed by
Mario Monicelli, Federico Fellini, Luchino Visconti and Vittorio De Sica34. Each of the
film’s episodes is done in a modem Italian vernacular, narratively styled after, but not
based on the writings of early Renaissance poet and author, Giovanni Boccaccio. The
film itself, according to Geoffrey Nowell-Smith, functions rather absurdly as a sort of
“updated Decameron” (57). If one can see Boccaccio’s writings - particularly the
Decameron - as a sort of window on life in late medieval and early Renaissance Italy,
then the sketches in Boccaccio ’70 function in a similar manner; each one comically and
colourfully depicting life in a rapidly industrializing, urbanizing, modernising and

34 The film was, in part, based on an idea by his screenwriter and Neo-realist partner, Cesare Zavattini

increasingly consumer-driven post-war Italy. In particular, Fellini’s section, Le
Tentazioni del Dottor Antonio (The Temptation o f Doctor Antonio), revolves around a
militantly prudish and deeply-religious elderly man who is outraged when an oversized,
ostentatious and provocative billboard of Anita Ekberg advertising “Drink More Milk” is
set up in his apartment building’s courtyard. Dr. Antonio leads a personal moral crusade
against the billboard, eventually finding himself both haunted and obsessed by it,
hallucinating and dreaming about himself as St. George battling a giant Anita Ekberg on
the vacant streets of Rome. Mario Monicelli’s Renza e Luciana35 (Renza and Luciand) is
about a young newlywed couple trying to hide their marriage and the wife’s (Marisa
Solinas) supposed pregnancy from the heavy-handed book-keeper of their employer, who
has since banned female employees from getting married and having children. De Sica’s
La Raffa (The Raffle) follows a national lottery where the winner gets to spend a night
with Zoe (Sofia Loren), the beautiful and voluptuous Neapolitan carnival employee.
Sketches like Fellini’s and Monicelli’s are particularly effective in depicting the urban
environment of a modem Italy. For instance, in their segments one can see a landscape
saturated with American corporate signage, advertising, neon lights and residential
complexes under construction that seems to anticipate - albeit in a less stylistically garish
or playful manner - the set designs and look of films like Tati’s Playtime (1967) or
Godard’s Two or Three Things I Know About Her (1967). De Sica, on the other hand,
sets his segment in a largely rural, working class village which plumbs, according to
Nowell Smith, “the lowest depths of synthetic populism” ripped straight from the neo
realism playbook (57). Visconti’s II Lavoro (The Job) is the most aesthetically
35 This is the title of the film's first episode, which was subsequently dropped from the commercial release
print of the film after its Italian premiere, leaving only the "great name" directors on the billboard
(Nowell-Smith, 57).
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uncharacteristic and perhaps the most complex and most interesting of the series in the
way that it explores the favourite Viscontian theme of “class and sexual relations”
(Nowell-Smith, 57). Taking place entirely inside the palace of an Italian Duke (played by
Thomas Millan), the plot of the film revolves around the marital problems the Duke and
his wife Pupe (Romy Schneider) face after a scandal erupts when the tabloid press reveals
that he has been regularly visiting prostitutes. Mark Betz points out that although the
multi-director omnibus film as a form did not begin with Boccaccio ’70, the film
certainly made it a fashionable way to capitalize on and “exploit the recent box office hits
of major directors” (194). In the case of Boccaccio 70, however, these major directors
also had major female stars attached to their names and previous box office hits, which
encouraged - at least among Fellini and De Sica - relative self-parody , and presented a
film that, for the most part, is not so much an interesting exercise in aesthetics, but rather
“an anthology of mannerisms,” built on stylistic and narrative quotations as well as
particularly vulgar jokes (Nowell-Smith, 57).

Contemporaneous with several European omnibus films like Boccaccio 70, the
principal female character or “wandering woman” of European art cinema is described by
Mark Betz as:

The image of a flâneuse, engaged in a quest for meaning as she wanders
the terrain of a changing Europe. The spaces she encounters in her strolls
are by turns ancient and modem, transparent and opaque, threatening and
benign, populated and empty. The pace of her flânerie is the pace o f the36

36 Especially given the successes of La Dolce Vita (1960) and 7"wo Women (1960) - which Ekberg and Loren
uncoincidentally starred in.
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art film itself; the visual shocks she encounters are the shock cuts
punctuating and structuring narrative sequences, she is the visualizing
subject. But she is also an object in the narrative and in the landscapes
and architectures she traverses (95).

The “wandering woman” carries the weight of the European colonial past, but also of its
decolonization and increasing modernization; just as the modem art cinema she figures so
prominently in is “embedded and engaged in colonial projects of its own” (Betz, 96). For
Romy, the “wandering woman” flâneuse that is present in her star image - specifically
from when she appeared in Pierre Gaspard-Huit’s Christine

in 1958, Ein Engel a u f

Erden (Angel on Earth) in 1959 to when she appeared in The Cardinal in 1963 manifests itself in two ways. First, it is important to look at the particular characters she
played in each of those films, but it is also important to note that, aside from the principal
airline stewardess/guardian angel character in Ein Engel a u f Erden, she played small,
mainly non-starring roles (or “bit parts”) in each of those films; serving, with few
exceptions, no more than a small fragment of the narrative. For example, in 1960 she
appeared in an uncredited cameo as an unnamed companion in René Clément’s Plein
Soleil {Purple Noon),

an adaptation of Patricia Highsmith’s The Talented Mr. Ripley.

In Welles’ The Trial (1962), she appears only briefly as the alluring Leni, the Advocate’s
(Orson Welles) nurse and mistress who is irresistibly attracted to condemned men and
tries to seduce Josef K. (Anthony Perkins) as he rambles on to her about his precarious
legal situation. In Carl Foreman’s antiwar vignette film The Victors (1962), Romy plays378
37 Christine was a French-language remake of the 1933 Max Ophiils film, Liebelei which, not coincidentally,
her mother Magda also starred in. Christine is also famous because it was the film in which she met and
began a torrid relationship with Alain Delon.
38 Alain Delon, Romy's lover at the time, starred in his first major film role as Tom Ripley in Plein Soleil.
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Regine, a Belgian house violin player who moonlights in a recently-liberated Paris as a
prostitute servicing American GIs.

In Preminger’s The Cardinal, Romy Schneider plays Annemarie von Hartman, an
Austrian English student who falls in love with Father Stephen Fermoyle (Tom Tryon)
while he is on a leave of absence from the Catholic Church and starts to question his faith
while teaching English in a pre-war Vienna. What one notices about The Cardinal is the
way language acts as a site of transnational discourse and tensions, particularly as it
relates to Romy’s star image and her paradoxical relationship to the Sissi films. For
example, Schneider’s character uses English as a way of liberation and freedom - a tool
to escape Vienna and “see the world”. For her, English is ultimately a ticket to America,
a modem, utopian world that “thinks about the future, instead of always the past”. Even
though she does speak English very well, and essentially acts as a tour guide in Vienna
for Father Fermoyle as a way to flirt with him, there are some bumps in the road. For
instance, in a scene where her character and Father Fermoyle are getting ready for an
evening date at Viennese ball, she mispronounces “vest” and does not know the English
word for Manschettenknopfe (or cufflinks). It is through her small failures in language
that Romy remains a “German” in The Cardinal. In a later scene in which she and Father
Fermoyle are reunited in Vienna after the German/Austrian Anscluss in 1938, she now
seems resigned and enthusiastic about the “New, Greater Germany” and is shown saying
“Heil Hitler” to an SS guard in a ballroom. With The Cardinal, The Trial, The Victors
and Boccaccio ’70 in particular, Romy is keeping a relatively low profile, despite her
superstar status. As she wanders as various personae through troubled and turbulent
European environments featured in films that are really quite different from Sissi, she is
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at the same time reflecting back on her place as a modem European superstar in a post
war continent.

The theme of “wandering” found in modem art cinema can be traced back to the
early post-war neo-realist films in Italy and the Triimmerfilm of Germany. This link can
be traced primarily through how these cinemas “frame, narrativize, and explore
transforming urban spaces” (Betz, 36). In his cinema books, Gilles Deleuze notes the
aesthetic and philosophical transition from “classical” to “modem” cinema; an aesthetic
and philosophical change via historical crisis, or as he defines it, a change from the
“movement-image” to the “time-image” (Betz, 37). To Deleuze, the post-war period
“greatly increased the situations which [we] no longer know how to react to, in spaces
which [we] no longer know how to describe” (xi). In other words, the environment of
post-war Europe - with its scarred cityscapes, urban ruins, abandoned buildings and
deserted streets - created what Deleuze calls “any-space-whatevers”. These “any-spacewhatevers” are a milieu that ultimately “lent itself to dismption of the organic unities of
narrative and setting, sound and vision that characterize classical cinema” (Betz, 37).
Italian neo-realist films, in this case, were not so much stories about the realities of
clearly-defined individuals reacting to and controlling their own situations and
environments, as they were in classical realist films (or the “movement-image”). Rather
these were films that broke with “motivated sensory situations” and instead focused on
the broken and fragmented reality of an environment. Without any clear motivation,
rhyme or reason neo-realism and, by extension the German Triimmerfilm are both
cinemas of the “seer and no longer of the agent” (Deleuze, 2). This lack of clear
motivation is pivotal to the film because “the action floats in the situation, rather than
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bringing it to a conclusion or strengthening it” (Deleuze, 4). For instance, Deleuze cites
Rossellini’s Germany Year Zero (1948) , in which a young German boy is unable to
bear the sight of a war-tom Berlin and, finally, leaps to his death. In both these cinemas,
events ultimately take shape around the individual; their mined environments, however,
were ultimately beyond their immediate control or understanding. One can, of course,
take this a step further and say that in these cinemas, one is literally “wandering” on the
rubble of a ruined Europe, as one attempts to gather their bearings and make sense of a
broken, traumatized and fragmented reality. Modern art cinemas seem to maintain the
illusion of classical control, contrary to their neo-realist and Trümmerfilm ancestors.
David Bordwell writes, however, that modem art cinema is classical only “in its reliance
upon psychological causation; characters and their effects on one another remain
central”:

.. .whereas the characters of the classical narrative have clear-cut traits and
objectives, the characters of the art cinema lack defined desires and goals,
characters may act for inconsistent reasons or may question themselves
about their goals. Choices are vague or nonexistent. Hence a certain
drifting episodic quality to the art film’s narrative. Characters may
wander out and never reappear; events may lead to nothing. The
Hollywood protagonist speeds directly toward the target; lacking a goal,
the art film character slides passively from one situation to another (96).39

39 Germany, Year Zero is a film that does not, obviously, take place in a post-war Italy, but rather in a
Berlin destroyed by war.
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Such fragmented inconsistencies in character and situation can be psychological rather
than environmental - as one would find in a neo-realist film or a Triimmerfilm. In this
case, the modem art film is a relative combination of both the psychological and the
environmental.

Bordwell writes, for example, of the art film protagonist’s narrative

itinerary not being completely random, but given sort of a rough mapping: such as a road
trip or vacation in Wild Strawberries (1957), The Silence (1963) or La Strada (1954); an
idyllic pastoral scene such as in Jules et Jim (1962) or Pierrot le fou (1965); a “search”
like in L avventura (1960) or Blow-Up (1966); even the making of an art film itself such
as in 8 V2 (1963), Day For Night (1973) or Contempt (1963) (Bordwell, 96).

In the loose narrative maps of the art film, a protagonist is “drifting” instead of
struggling though the film’s environment, taking an “encyclopaedic survey of the film’s
internal world” (Bordwell, 96). As Bordwell writes, “the art film’s thematic of la
condition humaine, its attempt to pronounce judgements on ‘modem life’ as a whole,
proceeds from its formal needs: had the characters a goal, life would no longer seem so
meaningless” (96). The attempt of the art film to depict “modem life as a whole” in this
case, marks a definitive transition from aimless wandering amidst the rubble of the earlier
post-war European films, a process of modernization ultimately reflected in the art film’s
environment. In later art films, one “wanders” from country to country, city to city,
roadside to roadside with modem conveniences and means of travel and tourism readily
available in a post-war European consumer culture. In this case, the specific aimlessness
faced by the art film’s protagonist is environmental. The European landscape may no
longer be rubble, but the individual’s mind, struggling to come to terms with a rapidly
changing world, most certainly is. Having said this, of course, one could also interpret
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the fragmented structure of 1960s multi-director European omnibus films like Boccaccio
'70 as a form of “wandering”. David Bordwell points out that the European art film is
one that ultimately “foregrounds the author as a structure in the film’s system,” not as a
“biographical individual,” but the formal, unifying component of the film - “the
overriding intelligence organizing the film for our comprehension” (97). The difficulty
with omnibus films like Boccacio '70 is that they function, in the Pirandellian sense, as a
film in search of an author. The problem with canonizing segments from omnibus films
is an effect, as Mark Betz notes, of their “very fragmented unity;” short films are not real
(or feature) films; they are playful experimentation rather than the personal expression of
a single artistic temperament (190). Much like Romy’s “bit parts,” auteur segments in
European omnibus films can be seen as “bit productions,” rarely considered in the wider
canon of European art films, or in the oeuvre of major European auteurs. Romy
Schneider’s escape to “art films” - especially the “bit parts” she played - is, much like
the omnibus film, problematic in the context of this historical development; especially
given her cultural association with the Sissi films and their place in reactionary and
regressive German-language post-war film genres like the Heimat film. This is not to say
however that the Heimat film does not deal with issues of modem life; as I indicated in
Chapter 1, the Heimat film genre as noted by Johannes von Moltke, does deal with issues
of modernity. The theme of Heimat, however, is one that “affords a colourful flight from
a reality deemed lacking into an apparently unrelated fantasy world” (von Moltke, 5). It
is a genre that seems completely counter to other post-war film styles like neo-realism or
the Trummerfilm. The Heimat film represses the rubble by focusing on issues of finding
“home”; rootedness instead of aimless wandering.
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If Romy has effectively escaped the Heimat genre by appearing in art films, why
is it important to now consider Romy a “wandering woman” or “wandering” star image?
The “wandering woman” in European art cinema, like Romy herself, is a walking
paradox. As one placed in this central narrative, the “wandering woman” can be “the
mobile, contradictory position of self and Other: the self in national terms, the Other in
both gendered and racial terms” (Betz, 96). In other words, she is the physical and
allegorical representative of the changing European mentality and landscape; she is at one
time everywhere and nowhere; her wandering shapes the filmic narrative, just as it
allegorizes the post-war national narrative. According to Betz, the “wandering woman’s”
looks ultimately designate her as the agent o f the visible:

But the privileged place she occupies is contradictory: she pays a price for
the insights she makes and quite literally embodies as the existential
bourgeois subject of modem, modernizing Europe. That price may be the
ultimate one: death. More frequently, it is a profound dislocation from the
people who once were or could be close to her, signified by an
uninhabitable view of the modem European city. She is, in a word,
“alienated” (98).

In the modem European art film, the “wandering woman” is at once dislocated and
ultimately alienated from her traditional place. In other words, this new and untraditional
female agency - signified by leisure time, newfound and relative control over her body
and sexuality and independent consumption - pulls her away from the classical

environment and turns her into a female flâneur40. As Giuliana Bruno points out, the
flâneur was traditionally a male position and female flânerie was an “impossibility made
by a division of sexual realms that restricted female mobility and confined women to
private spaces” (50). The opening of spaces to female spectatorship through leisure time
- such as the cinema, the arcade and the streets triggers “women’s conquest of the sphere
of spatial mobility as pleasure” (Bruno, 51). The female flâneur thus “wanders across
history”, ultimately “establishing her identity and desire in a space of consumption”
(Bruno, 51). In French cinema of the period, the early form of this particular notion is
perhaps best-exemplified through the body of Brigitte Bardot, who seems to fit her
nation’s changing narratives of femininity and sexuality in the face of post-war national
modernization. Bardot’s explicit, freewheeling, scandalous and unfettered “sex kitten”
image, best captured in her then-husband Roger Vadim’s ...And God Created Woman
(1956), played into France’s cultural narrative of the late 1950s and 1960s - subsequently
inspiring the playful and often antithetical aesthetic visions of the filmmakers from the
French New Wave (Betz, 121). The historic and modernizing economic and cultural
shifts in France during the postwar period also saw, according to Betz, “discourses that
essayed life in increasingly atomized ways, breaking up traditional class and family
structures and encouraging privatization” (113). The predominant female representations
in French films of that period had less to do with what Betz calls “role models for young
French women,” than embodiments of a nation “poised between the past and the future”
(113). Women in post-war French film were, nonetheless, repeatedly given more central
roles as narrative agents, however agents “in the limited realm of female desire” (Betz,
40 As Giuliana Bruno points out in her seminal study. Streetwalking on a Ruined Map: Cultural Theory and
the City Films of Elvira Notari (1992), this new female flânerie turns the "wandering woman" into a
"streetwalker" or prostitute.

115). In other words, during the earlier years of the “Tradition of Quality,” sexualized
women in post-war French cinema were often confined to “types” who were frequently
held captive by their own femininity and desire, ultimately often at the mercy of the male
protagonists. The major difference between these two periods lay in the use of the female
body. In post-war French film, femininity was restricted to staging the female body as a
“site of display and nature,” often “coterminous with the nation’s drive toward
modernization, urbanization and consumer power” (Betz, 120). The films Brigitte Bardot
made in the 1950s and early 1960s, particularly Clouzot’s La Vérité (1960), the Louis
Malle segment in the 1968 omnibus film, Histoires Extraordinaires (Spirits o f the Dead),
and the controversially explicit films she made with Vadim, ultimately solidified her as
the “icon of rebellious youth, unapologetic sexuality and French womanhood both in and
out o f France” (Betz, 121). Bardot, like Sofia Loren and other contemporary European
sex symbols, was mostly represented as an entirely physical presence - the maggiorate
fisiche41, the well-endowed, heavily sexualized and buxom female body of post-war
European prosperity and modernity. For example, the opening scene of Vadim’s ...And
God Created Woman, shows Bardot sunbathing naked on her stomach behind hanging
laundry, with her curves exposed and accentuated like a pin-up model. This pose would
come to define Bardot, repeated again to varying degrees in Clouzot’s La Vérité and
Hisoires Extraordinaires. The important difference is that Bardot’s physicality, although
entirely natural like Loren’s, is completely deliberate. Her assets - literally - are
constantly on display, either in figure-hugging dresses, in silhouette, or in full-view,
sprawled out on a bed or a towel (Betz, 124). Here, of course, Bardot represents a kind of

41 This French term literally translates as "physically well-endowed" (Betz, 118).
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European femininity in flux; a persona and image so “invested with the nostalgia of lost
innocence and with the power of a radical alternative” (Betz, 125).

Godard would go on to parody this “sex kitten” and “vedette” image in Contempt
(1963) by opening the film with the classic Bardot pose as she is bathed in a warm, red
light, sprawled out naked on a bed, narcissistically asking the character played by Michel
Piccoli what he likes best about her body. Godard is here capitalizing on her body while
using it as the site for questions of national and transnational discourse, as well as
personal trauma. As Betz writes, Bardot as a freely roaming woman,

...may be seen as Other to French modernity, which so insistently
interpellated young women as housewives and, through popular
audiovisual culture, undertook to train them in the rules and consumption
of beauty applications, of the new ‘miracle’ materials of modem science,
of rational planning and domestic engineering (Betz, 125).

Clearly, Bardot represents a different and more abrasively contradictory kind of European
femininity and sexuality, particularly from the French perspective, one that is ultimately
enticing and threatening, while at the same time a site of display for national and
continental discourses regarding the “body” and purity of French filmmaking in an
increasingly multilingual and multinational production world. In Contempt, Bardot’s
body functioned, according to Philip Lopate, as a place for “conflict between a European
director and an American producer” (2002). In the film, Bardot is a woman trapped in a
fading marriage, a metaphor for the fading and fractured relationships women
experienced in post-war Europe. For us to finally consider the problematic and
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contradictory nature of Romy’s “wandering woman” persona, it is important to once
again return to her role in Boccaccio 70. Here, one can see a particularly pertinent
combination of the points I have already outlined about Romy’s paradoxical star image
during this period - the transnational difficulties demonstrated through foreign languages
and the site of the sexualized and “wandering” female body.

Shot in a reserved, observational and theatrical style, II Lavoro (The Job) is about
a marriage breaking up. However it is complicated, in the usual Viscontian sense, by the
fact that it never really existed. It is a marriage of convenience, pedigree and prestige,
rather than love. The husband (Thomas Millan), is a young, handsome, charming and
self-absorbed Italian aristocrat who keeps pedigree Afghan hounds and “lives on the
partly-revived nostalgia of his bachelor days” as a rich socialite (Nowell-Smith, 57).
Romy plays “Pupe42,” the daughter of a wealthy German industrialist who keeps herself
comfortably holed up in a separate bedroom surrounded by Chanel clothing, mewing
kittens and pop records in a opulent, almost Xanadu-like Palazzo whose style and
decoration was most-likely dictated by the “classical and patriarchal tastes of her
husband’s ancestors” (Nowell-Smith, 57). When scandal erupts after the husband is
caught with call girls, they begin to bizarrely negotiate the existential basis of their
relationship. As their discussion continues, the rift between the two of them, like the
absurdly contrasting styles of their separate bedrooms, becomes greater and more
apparent. For one, he surrounds himself with and takes advice from parasitic lawyers,
while she takes phoned-in advice from her father in Frankfurt who has subsequently and
indefinitely frozen all money transfers to her and her husband. The film’s reserved style
42 "Pupe" refers to the pet name her husband gave her - which, oddly enough, is based on a pet name
Visconti gave to a teenage sweetheart.

gives it a theatrical mood, as if Visconti is filming a play. Long, moving almost Max
Ophiils-like tracking shots and static compositions tend to minimize the cinematic style
of the film and underscore the dialogue and the use of language. The characters in the
film speak and banter quickly, as though they are in a screwball comedy from the 1930s.
Pupe and her husband’s cultural differences, including the fact that she is not Italian, are
brought up and foregrounded quite prominently in a scene where she reads him a poem
she wrote in Italian. He shrugs it off by saying it “doesn’t sound right” and suggests she
should try writing poetry in her native language. The end result of their discussions is a
financial settlement in which Romy decides that the only way she can preserve or acquire
her independence and femininity - and because she “respects money” too much - is to
leave the marriage and find a job. Lacking any concrete skills, assets or qualifications for
any stable and independent career other than her sex appeal, she jokingly concludes that
the only job she can do well is prostitution. It is eventually determined that if the
husband respects “Pupe” and does not want her to prostitute herself on the streets or on
the telephone, then he must employ her himself, like the many other women he has in the
past.

The final sequence of the film shows the couple beginning to make love. In an
uncharacteristic moment, the shot freezes on a close-up of Romy lying in her husband’s
bed as he dangles a cheque over her and she sheds a single tear. We can begin here by
focusing on why Romy is crying in this particular sequence. For one, “Pupe” is not an
autonomous figure and cannot, at least initially, be the “wandering woman” she desires
to. According to Nowell-Smith, Pupe has, with the aid of money and property,
“physically constructed round her a world that is an extension of her as a person” (58).

She is ultimately trapped in her husband’s Pallazo, living childishly in a “private
playground of her own creation” (Nowell-Smith, 58). All of her pretentions about
leaving privilege for a life of independence and hard work are completely illusory. The
resignation Romy’s character experiences toward her fate as nothing more than her
husband’s personal concubine at the end o f the film is very important. Here, she is “no
longer insulated but stripped down until she can be sure of nothing but her own physical
existence not as a subject but as an object o f use” (Nowell-Smith, 58). Like Sissi,
“Pupe,” and Romy are victims of their surroundings; ultimately trapped in a world of
their own creation; not even language can liberate her. Despite attempting to run away
from her past and present, Romy had become trapped by it. Just as Syberberg ended up
stifling the mysterious “wandering woman” in his documentary by removing a scene in
which there was an improper use of language, in many of the roles Romy Schneider
played in the art film scene, Romy, and “Pupe” are also stifled.
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Chapter 3
“Deutschland, Meine Heimat”: Tracing German Post-War “Public History”
through Romy Schneider

Even when two people have very little to share, it’s possible for them to
make some sort of a life together. Until one of them has a very strong
need for the other. When Kurt felt such a need, there was nowhere for
him to turn. He loved me too much to leave the country without me and
he couldn’t be sure enough o f me to tell me of his plan. I can’t imagine
what he felt in his heart when he heard my talk about the ‘New, Greater
Germany’. Because of that alone, it really serves me right that I’m here
now.
-Romy Schneider as Annemarie von Hartman in Otto
Preminger’s The Cardinal (1963)
You have to play Romy Schneider as intense as Romy played herself.
-Jessica Schwarz on playing Romy Schneider in the
“Making o f ’ documentary for the 2009 Television biopic
Romy

In this seminal 1992 study Bio/Pics: How Hollywood Constructed Public History,
George F. Cuten argues that the great and famous lives depicted in classical-era studio
biographical and historical films were more a reflection of the “set of qualities that made
a producer great or powerful in Hollywood, rather than those traits that characterized the
famous person in his or her own lifetime” (Custen, 5). Through production and
distribution and by declaring which specific lives and historical events are acceptable
subjects to depict on screen, Hollywood’s and, by proxy, the mass media’s tremendous
influence on the consumer public’s conception of the world and of history shapes and
ultimately creates what one might call a “public history” (Custen, 12). “Public History,”
according to Custen, refers both to “the product and to the process which members of the

mass public obtain their definitions of the symbolic universe by watching and talking
about the communications media” (12). The “collective memory” of famous characters
and historical events that many of us carry is, to a large extent, a mediated one. In critical
discourses, the biopic - and the historical film - is often not taken seriously and
considered a much maligned genre, arousing significant controversy about its
representations of and respect for historical fact, accuracy and individual interpretation of
an important life, period or event. This is due in large part to its tendency to distort,
invent or rearrange written or documented information about history in order to present a
coherent and often melodramatic narrative for the sake of popular entertainment and mass
consumption. The question to ask about the biographical or historical film, however, is
not so much one about accuracy or faithful representation because of course, as Custen
provocatively asserts, the answer would simply be that “[Hollywood] biography is to
history what Caesar’s Palace is to architectural history: an enormous, engaging distortion,
which after a time convinces us of its own authenticity” (7). Since history and biography
are rarely, by their very nature, fluid, consistent or coherent, each generation is ultimately
left to decide for themselves which stories are worth telling by adopting, questioning or
updating their own views of history. Events and important individuals are often
approached in a way that either asserts or challenges that of the previous generation. The
important question to ask is a cultural one: what does an interpretation of a life, historical
period or event say about a particular generation’s attitudes and input into cultural and
historical discourse? How is this “Public History” constructed, challenged or altered?
While historical films or biopics may not be considered a legitimate form of “Capital H”
history by many, they are meaningful presentations of the past because, as Robert
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Rosenstone argues, historical films or biopics are indicative of “the way a huge segment
of the population has come to understand the events and people that comprise history”
(2006, 4). Their cultural importance can be demonstrated through the many controversies
that erupted over historical films such as the American television miniseries Holocaust
(1978), which caused public uproar after its initial premiere in Germany, but eventually
gave way to new debates over the meaning and legacy of the Third Reich and the
subsequent depictions and discussions of the recent past by the filmmakers of the New
German Cinema (Rosenstone 2006,4). In the case of the biographical film it becomes
obvious that “the definition of what constitutes a biopic - and with it, what counts as
fame - shifts anew with each generation” (Custen, 7). Having said this, one could argue
that the biopic is, as Dennis Bingham notes, much like the historical film a very
“respectable genre of very low repute” (10). When looking for a specific generic “code”
for the biopic, it might be considered “an exercise in reconstructing a shifting public
notion of fame (Custen, 7). The function of the biopic for each generation is, in other
words, to enter the biographic subject “into the pantheon of cultural mythology, one way
or another, and to show why he or she belongs there” (Bingham, 10).
In 2009, the German public broadcast network SWR43 released Romy, a television
biopic about Romy Schneider starring the model and former VIVA44 TV hostess Jessica
Schwarz. Directed by Torsten C. Fischer, Romy is to date, the only completed
biographical film about the life and career of Romy Schneider, despite other attempts by

43The Sudwestrundfunk (South West Broadcasting) is a subsidiary of the main German public broadcasting
authority ARD.
44 VIVA is the German equivalent of MTV.
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major studios and producers in both Europe and North America to co-produce a Romy
biopic45. When considering all the cultural noise about the Romy Schneider film, it
seems like a bizarre irony that one would make a biographical film about an actress who
is best-known in her home country for playing the lead role in a series of films that were,
for the most part, biopics themselves. As I argued in the first chapter, Jean-Louis
Comolli’s notion of the “Body Too Much” can productively be applied to the biopic,
whereby the performer playing an actual individual becomes the only flesh and blood
reference we have when watching a biographical film46. This concept can again be
applied to the Romy film, where we have two bodies - Jessica Schwarz’s and Romy
Schneider’s - working for the spectator’s suspension of disbelief. The performer “enacts
as much as he or she can the stance or demeanor of the subject while in performance
emphasizing his or her own separateness from them,” quite obviously because the actor
or actress is not the historical individual they are portraying (Bingham, 17). However, it
is not unproblematic when one actress plays another actress as the subject of a biopic,
because the original —Romy Schneider, in this case - exists as a live reference from the
many forms of media she appeared in that shape and constitute the “public” history and
memory of her life. The best solution was, as is often the case for actors and actresses
appearing in biopics, for Jessica Schwarz to play Romy as Jessica Schwarz, trying not to

45 Another planned Romy Schneider biopic, titled Eine Frau Wie Romy/Une Femme Comme Romy (A
Woman Like Romy) and starring the popular singer-actress Yvonne Catterfield, was to be co-produced
between Warner Bros and French and German production companies and was slated for release in the
late fall of 2009. According to German press reports, actresses such as Jodie Foster and Eva Green had
been interested in the lead role. However, director Josef Rusnak pointed out that the project's French
partners had always stressed that the pivotal role be cast with a German actress. The project was
cancelled in the middle of 2009 for unknown reasons.
46 Jean-Louis Comolli's essay speculates that a spectator's belief in the fiction film, in which the success or
failure of the "illusion" of verisimilitude depends upon "the eclipse of the body of the actor by the
character he or she plays" (Gaines and Herzog, 13), is complicated and made problematic by the historical
film.
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imitate or become the original - even though the bombastic advertising campaign for the
film on German television would have one believe differently. As with most popular
media biopics, the subject immediately becomes a cultural commodity. The Sissi trilogy
and Victoria in Dover, for example, were films that worked on the Lowenthalian model
of “mass idols”. In the case of the Sissi trilogy and Victoria in Dover, we have stories
about “Idols of Production” - stateswomen and royalty like Queen Victoria and Empress
Elizabeth of Austria - told in a way that turns them, and by proxy Romy herself, into
mere “Idols of Consumption”47. At the same time, however, it is not particularly
surprising that a German-produced biopic about Romy Schneider has been made,
especially given the fact that she was, as I have previously indicated, a prominent talking
point of the post-war generation’s cultural discourse. This was not only the case in
Germany, but also for the rest of Western Europe.
Romy was part of a cycle of several recent big budget productions made in
Germany about the history and culture of the post-war (and post-1968) generation that
are set primarily in the 1960s and 1970s. This relatively recent form of historization
functions on a relatively similar, albeit less controversial, and more acceptable manner to
how the filmmakers of the New German Cinema relentlessly interrogated their country’s
Nazi past and the effects the immediate post-war period had on their present. Since it can
be argued that the post-1968 generation is the first in Germany since the war to be truly
“de-Nazified,” it is possible to see in this series of historical films a second “foundation”
47 Decades before Dyer's Stars (1979), Leo Lowenthal published a study on the evolution of popular
magazine biography titled The Triumph of Mass Idols (1944), one of the first scholarly approaches to the
subject of celebrity. In the essay, Lowelthal compares biographies written before and after World War I,
suggesting a shift in public perception in the nature of biography from one viewed as a manual of success
to that of idle entertainment - from "idols of production" like politicians and scientists who achieved their
success through hard work to "idols of consumption" like movie stars and athletes who became successful
through "good luck" or "fate".
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of the Federal Republic at work that corresponds to the post-Wall Berlin Republic: its
cultural discourse is far less confrontational or alienating in the way it deals with the
recent past, ultimately presenting stories that show a hipper, modem and more
cosmopolitan Germany in the era of advanced capitalism and a more integrated European
community. This is especially present when one looks at recent films such as Das Wilde
Leben {Eight Miles High, Achim Bomhak, 2007) which revolves around the infamous
exploits of model, actress and professional rock and roll groupie Uschi Obermaier48; Der
Baader-Meinhof Komplex {The Baader-Meinhof Complex, Uli Edel, 2008) about the Red
Army Faction’s domestic reign of terror in the 1970s; and Nanga Parbat (Joseph
Vilsmaier, 2010), a film about the Messner brothers’ tragic 1970 mountaineering
expedition in Pakistan49. Whereas the New German films showed a nation in the late
stages of “mourning,” or Vergangenheitsbewaltigung50, these current films show a
Germany that now seems much more willing and able to address its recent history and
present in a more positive light by focusing on topics that are linked to the cultural
democratization of the nation in the 1960s/1970s or even the (“successful”) process of
Vergangenheitsbewaltigung itself.
In the latter part of her career, Romy herself attempted to engage in discussions of
Vergangenheitsbewaltigung by playing various characters who were themselves victims

48

Having been a member of the notorious Kommune 1 and the girlfried of 1968 student activist Rainer
Langhans, Uschi Obermaier became famous for dating Mick Jagger and Keith Richards at the same time. In
the U.S.; Das Wilde Leben was co-distributed under the more sensational title Eight Miles High by Warner
Bros.
49
Nanga Parbat is a production which shares a lineage to the 1930s German mountain films of Luis
Trenker and Leni Riefenstahl. The difference with Nanga Parbat, however, is that the mountain film
aesthetics here are rewritten from a subcultural point-of-view and stripped of their proto-fascist
connotations. Reinhold Messner almost appears as a hippie version of Luis Trenker, effecting what one
might call a belated de-nazification of the genre.
50 This term, Vergangenheitsbewaltigung, can be roughly translated as "coming to terms with the past".
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of Nazi crimes and aggressions. Perhaps this was a way for her to connect herself closer
to “home” - the “Heimat” she had left behind in 1960 after expressing nothing but
contempt for the German speaking cultural environment the Sissi films thrust her into. In
an interview she gave before the filming of The Cardinal in 1963, for instance, she was
quoted as “referring to her fellow Viennese as D e p p e n and would fly into a rage
whenever that insult was brought up by journalists during press conferences or in other
interviews (Hirsch, 379). As I argued in Chapter 2, Romy had tried to distance herself
from the schmaltz and repressed innocence that had burdened her in Germany by taking
bit parts in several more challenging and ambitious European art films and international
co-productions. It was here, perhaps inadvertently, that she engaged in some piecemeal
dialogue with German history, making reference to her German nationality by appearing
in films like Boccaccio 70 (1962), The Trial (Orson Welles, 1962) and The Cardinal
(Otto Preminger, 1963). “To German filmmakers and producers,” she once said, “I had
become a sponge that must be squeezed to the last drop” (Segrave and Martin, 225). By
the 1970s, Schneider was still largely a “French” actress, but she had become more
politically active; denouncing fascism in Germany and becoming “the star of a younger
generation, of the children of the National Socialism perpetrators, who did not feel like
extending their hands to criminals” (Zimnik, 252). Just like Sissi, Schneider, both as
myth and as star, was pulled into a situation that is ultimately symptomatic of the German
post-war mood.51

51 An Austrian/German slang word for "idiots". The direct quote is: "Finally, I can show those idiots that I
can act!" (Fujiware, 306).
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The popular portrayal of this politico-biographical narrative in recent art house
retrospectives and exhibitions, TV documentaries, written biographies, the Romy biopic
and coffee table books, often either dramatizes or mythologizes Romy’s private suffering
at the hands of national controversy, abusive relationships and unhappy love, the loss of a
child, alcohol and drug abuse and a premature, tragic death at the age of 43 (Zimnik,
272). In this chapter, I want to bring Romy “home,” as it were, by discussing the
presence of these typically German narratives of victimization, suffering and
Vergangenheitsbewaltigung in both the 2009 biopic and the latter part of her career in
the 1970s and early 1980s as seen rather regularly in French and German productions like
Le Train (The Train, Pierre Granier-Deferre, 1973), Le Vieux Fusil (The Old Gun, Robert
Enrico, 1975), Gruppenbild mit Dame (Group Portrait With Lady, Aleksandar Petrovic,
1977), and most importantly, her final film, La Passante du Sans-Souci (The Passerby,
Jacques Rouffio, 1982). These films marked a “certain break” in Schneider’s career,
beginning with Le Train, which was the first in this series in which she played a Nazi
victim (Zimnik, 261). La Passante is a noticeably interesting and unique case in this
series. Set both in Berlin of the 1930s and Paris of the 1980s, the film harps on the
tensions of nationality that stayed with Schneider throughout her life. By playing two
different characters in the film - both a German woman and a French woman - Schneider
is reconciling her place between both nations by both engaging with themes of
victimization, suffering and Vergangenheitsbewaltigung, ultimately coming to terms with
her own contested nationality in the process.
Mostly told in flashback, Romy works to unfold the story from her perspective
and memory, which for the most part is narrated while Schneider (played by Jessica

Schwarz) is recovering in a Paris hospital from what could either be interpreted as a
failed suicide attempt or as an accidental drug overdose. Consisting largely of
chronological “sketches,” with some minor professional and personal details left out,
either for brevity, respect or dramatic purposes, Romy, like many other modem biopics,
operates on the pretense that it is getting to “know” the individual - or at least getting to
the root idea of the individual - by separating the myth from the fact, showing a “wartsand-all” picture of its subject for a realistic, but melodramatic effect. The film’s prologue
opens on simulated, high-contrast 8mm home movie footage of a young girl, dressed in
stereotypically German provincial garb, picking flowers in a field. The nostalgic 8mm
“home movie” aesthetic is a common motif for the remainder of the film, functioning as a
counterpoint to Sissi's escapist Agfacolor aesthetic and as signifier of immediateness and
“truth”. Just as Martin Scorsese had done with Jake La Motta’s private life in Raging
Bull (1980), certain scenes in Romy that depict private family life will oftentimes
immediately switch to a high-contrast colour 8mm look, establishing an authentic,
realistic and almost archival feel for many moments in the film. The 8mm footage stands
throughout the film as a sort of repetitive prosthetic memory aid; a way for both the
viewer and for Schneider to remember, reflect upon or mourn for key moments.
Frequently in the film, whenever a crisis or a tragedy occurs in Schneider’s life, one will
see re-runs of 8mm footage. It is as though one is looking at and reviewing the actual
home movies of Romy Schneider, just as a football coach would review and study plays.
In the film’s prologue, the home movie footage of the young child picking flowers
then cuts to the diegesis proper with a wide shot of a pristine, green, vast and misty
Alpine landscape, most likely in the summertime, to show the young girl - obviously

Romy as a child (Stella Kunkat) - carefree and happy, skipping through the vast,
untouched landscape on her way home. What one immediately notices here is a way for
the filmmakers to establish direct ties to the pastoral world of Heimat that Schneider is so
intimately linked to from the Sissi films and her German-speaking heritage. Here, it is
shown that Romy is free and untainted by the greater realities of what is going on in
Germany and the world during the early 1940s. The Alpine world the film sets up here
seems timeless and otherworldly, almost utopian and ideal in its look, and Romy is
perfectly at home in it. The early years of Schneider’s career depicted in the Romy film
show her just as innocent and naive as she is in the pastoral splendor of the prologue. A
picture postcard from her biological father she receives while in boarding school reads:
“Take your childhood and run, because that is all that you have,” indicating that the
freedom, fun and innocence captured in the pastoral Heimat of her childhood should not
be taken for granted which, of course, is what motivates her to move to Paris and
“escape” from Germany. In an early black and white scene, intercut with more simulated
colour 8mm home movies, a journalist asks mother Magda Schneider (Maresa
Hörbiger ) why the German public likes her daughter so much, to which she responds:
“Because they want a creature that is untainted by the dirt of the world”. Back in the
film’s prologue, the young Romy, it is soon revealed, is picking flowers for her mother
whom Romy says she is soon going to visit. The scene cuts to a mostly-empty beer hall save, at first, for a lone Nazi officer lounging in the background sipping a beer - with a
young Romy sitting eagerly in a chair as the room fills up with people. The beer hall is52

52 Just like Romy, Maresa Hörbiger is the daughter of two Nazi/Ufa actors, Attila Hörbiger and Paula
Wesselv.

72

being used as a makeshift movie theatre and is screening a Reich-produced film starring
both Romy’s mother and father.
As the young Romy watches the film in awe with her grandfather by her side, thus
establishing ties and identification with her parents’ careers, one gets the sense that she
really wants to follow in their footsteps and become an actress or a movie star. Here,
another common self-reflexive motif is established - the movie screen - which plays on
Schneider’s own reality and insecurities, making reference to a famous statement o f hers:
“I am nothing in real life, but everything on the screen”. For most of Romy, it seems that
Schneider is far more comfortable posing in front of a camera, or watching herself in a
film she made rather than she is out in public or in the home. Thus, it is truly difficult to
really “know” Romy Schneider in the literal sense, as for many she existed more in the
celluloid world than in reality. A scene in the film of her first viewing of Sissi at a gala
premiere shows Romy leaning forward in her seat and quietly echoing the line “I will be
the Empress of Austria!” with herself on screen before the scene cuts to outside the
theatre after the film ends and Romy triumphantly shouts “Ich bin die Kaiserin von
Österreich!” (“I am the Empress of Austria”) to a crowd of adoring fans. Since the
cinema creates a fantasy world in which one can lose oneself in, or temporarily become
someone, or something else, after Romy is tom from the idyllic Heimat utopia she is
initially established in, the cinema screen becomes her only escape, a way for her to be
whatever she wants to be. For many, Schneider existed only on film and in regards to
cinema’s function as a myth-making dream machine; hence it seems quite fitting that
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Sissi director Ernst Marischka (Luis Lamprecht) remarks during a gala scene, that Romy,
since becoming Sissi “makes all of Europe dream once again53.”
Flash forward forty years after the film’s prologue to a shot of a taxi speeding
down a Parisian street. An older Romy is curled up in the fetal position in the back seat,
sobbing and writhing around in pain. The scene is intercut with more 8mm home movie
footage, showing various key moments in her life, such as her carefree Sissi years in
Germany, meeting Alain Delon on the set o f Christine, home life with Harry Meyen, son
David and others. This intercut footage makes one unsure as to whether or not this is the
final moment of Romy’s life, which seems to be flashing quickly before her eyes like a
demo reel.

After a few stock hospital scenes, the media circus begins, and we see

journalists and Paparazzi photographers crowding outside the hospital, hoping to catch a
glimpse of or dig up dirt on the ailing starlet. Most importantly, a particularly over-eager
photographer bribes a young nurse to get candid shots of Romy in her sick bed with a
pocket camera while he spies from an apartment balcony across the street. In Romy’s
hospital room, the young nurse introduces herself and takes a few photos with the pocket
camera while the morphine drip lulls Romy to sleep - a common melodramatic trope
carried over from Citizen Kane (Orson Welles, 1941) that one can see extensively used in
old “woman’s pictures” like B rief Encounter (David Lean, 1946) or film noirs like Laura
(Otto Preminger, 1944).

53 In film theory, the dream metaphor has a long history going back to the psychoanalytic film semiotics of
the 1960s and 1970s. Historically, the metaphor can be traced back to the famous early cinema dispute
on the understanding of cinema as a mechanical reproduction of reality on the one hand, or as magic and
dream/illusion on the other, as epitomized by the difference between the "actuality" film of the Lumière
Bros, or the "experimental" fantasy film of Méliès (see Kinema: Oneiric Metaphor in Film Theory).
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It is from here that the film returns to a flashback and we are shown full
dramatizations of the important points in Romy’s life and career: her early years as a
teenage actress appearing in films with her mother, the heights of stardom and subsequent
personal disillusionments from the Sissi films, the professional falling out with her step
father, controversially leaving Germany for Paris, meeting and falling in love with Alain
Delon (Guillaume Delorme) on the set of Christine, training as a proper actress in Paris
with Luchino Visconti (Alberto Di Stasio), the despair of lost love after Delon leaves her
for another woman, a temporary return to Germany to collect herself, her subsequent
marriage to Harry Meyen (Thomas Kretschmann) after a chance meeting in Berlin, the
birth of her children, her alienation and eventual divorce from Harry Meyen, child
custody battles and, finally, her permanent return to France with her son David. Ending
the flashback and returning to the present in the hospital room, the film then closes on her
life. Romy gets healthy and is released from hospital, David tragically dies, she attends
his funeral and, finally, she films La Passante Du Sans-Souci. Romy ends just as it
began, with Schneider sitting in front of a movie screen with her producers, watching the
dailies from a scene in La Passante. This time, however, instead of any positive or
reverent identification as seen with her watching the film starring her parents, or the first
Sissi film, in earlier scenes, she is weeping, identifying her late son with the young boy
actor in the film, projecting her despair onto her character in La Passante. After the final
scene washes out to black, almost like a strip of film burning up in the projector, one is
presented with mourning, sadness and an open-ended speculation presented as a fatalistic
bookend title card that reads:
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Romy Schneider überlebte ihren Sohn David Nur um elf Monate.
Sie starb zwei Monate vor der Premiere ihres letzten Films.
[Romy Schneider survived her son, David, by only eleven months.
She died two months before the premiere of her latest movie.]
Romy is obviously not a celebratory biopic, and although there are many who do know
her life story, the way that the film concludes offers little to no satisfying dramatic
closure to that story.

In a way, it is perhaps fitting for the film to end like this, as

Schneider’s life also did not have much closure to it - at least, as we find, in public
discourse - as is common with any celebrity who dies in an untimely manner, openended speculation and myth tend to grow out of their passing. Untimely death in this
case leaves more questions than answers.
As is typical of popular accounts of Schneider’s career and life story, Romy treads
heavily on the subject of the tense Franco-German relations after the war, making very
sharp distinctions in the tone, mise-en-scene and characterization of the two nations.
When Romy leaves for France for the first time, she is in awe of Paris, its sights,
atmosphere and friendly, accommodating media who are more curious about how well
she is integrating herself into France than about why she left Germany. This is also
where she meets Alain Delon, who resembles a dapper, James Bond-type personality
with slicked back hair and a cool, “bad boy” demeanor. This is in stark contrast to her
step father, who is presented as a bloated, gruff, fascistic type, - almost like a Nazi
Gruppenführer far more interested in dominating and controlling Romy’s life by keeping
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her in Germany making more “Kaisemschmarm54” than he is in her happiness and
freedom. A dinner scene during the Brussels International Film Festival contrasts the two
men quite well. After Blatzheim invokes the Second World War by saying Romy should
“cut the fraternization” because Germans used to shoot at Frenchmen a few years before.
Delon comes over to the Schneiders’ table and asks Romy for a dance. Blatzheim cuts in,
saying that the first dance “belongs” to him before standing up to confront Delon. Romy
tells her stepfather to back off and goes to dance with Delon. In this small exchange, one
can see a metaphorical clash between two cultures over Romy’s hand, but her mother
says, “She chose Delon,” and thus France. It is in Paris, with its beautiful sights, rich
cultural life, hot night life with open bars, jazz and freewheeling, unrepressed, fast-paced
atmosphere that Romy, through her fraternization with Alain Delon, breaks out of the
innocent Sissi mould. Again, we frequently see more 8mm footage of Parisian clichés like the Left Bank, street vendors and various famous landmarks - shown almost like a
tourist movie starring her and Delon, intercut with the live scenes of her living with him
in the city. Romy discovers “free love,” sex, drugs, alcohol, staying up late and partying,
jazz and ultimately loosens up; both as a person and as an actress. It is here that she
becomes a “modem” European woman. Contrast this with a later scene in West-Berlin
after Alain Delon leaves Schneider in Paris. She is being presented by her step father at a
ribbon cutting ceremony for his new restaurant in the Europa-Center. Here one notes
another striking contrast from the hip, liberated Parisian world that Romy reluctantly
came back from. The tone is flat and almost oppressive in the restaurant, which itself
54 This is used in the film as a play-on word spoken by a teenage Romy to refer to her roles in the ever
going Sissi trilogy. "Kaiserschmarrn" is a popular Austrian dessert consisting of a light, caramelized
pancake mixed with sugar and various fruits or nuts. The origin of this dish allegedly dates back to the
imperial days of Emperor Franz Josef I and Elizabeth of Bavaria. "Schmarrn", however, means "nonsense"
in this case.
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resembles an old beer hall and is a far cry from the jazz clubs and cafes of Parisian
nightlife. There is some simulated home movie footage used here, but it is on scratchy,
black and white 16mm film. The stereotypical oom-pah sounds of a brass band can be
heard in the background. To Romy, post-fascist Germany is a land of bland, oppressive
misery, cultural degradation and no fun.
As it might become obvious from these plot points, Romy fits into the particular
cultural and historical discourse of the post-1968 generation (and the post-Wall
generation’s interest in 1968) quite nicely. The important thing to note here, however, is
that the Romy biopic is neither solely about any specific professional achievements of
Schneider’s - as she is just an “Idol of Consumption” and that would make for
uninteresting, or hackneyed drama - nor is the film a relative play-by-play hit parade as
many biopics about entertainers, celebrities and other “Idols of Consumption” are wont to
do (Bingham, 6). Rather, Romy is a film that seems to follow what one might call the
“Louise Brooks biographical model” of truly understanding the character and deeds of a
subject by providing an insight into the sexual loves, hates and conflicts of a person55.
Professional achievements take a back seat to the personal and psychological motivations
behind them. The result is something that deals with how, as an actress and celebrity,
Schneider’s particular story fits into Germany’s post-1968 cultural and “public” history.
Romy Schneider was a woman who often tried to hide her personality and private life often to the delight of the predatory European tabloid press - and attempted to erase or
blur the lines of her nationality after the Sissi trilogy by virtually disappearing through
her work in other films outside of Germany. One aspect that is important here as well is
55 This biographical model also resonates with a tendency in Western culture since the 19th century to
consider sexuality the center or "truth" of human subjectivity (see Foucault).
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the significance of the “Romy Schneider Myth” as it is perpetuated, or used in the Romy
biopic. As I have argued in the previous chapters, Schneider’s cultural significance
comes from how she managed to reconcile the conflict between her nationality and
cultural association with the Sissi role, after controversially leaving Germany and
German films in the early 1960s to “wander” around Europe and eventually settle to work
and live in France, a move which Nina Zimnik says amounted to “cultural treason” (252).
What is notable about the “Romy Schneider Myth” is that it speaks directly to the themes
of German mourning, suffering and Vergangenheitsbewaltigung. Since women have
historically not been encouraged to become the subjects of serious discussion in a
patriarchal society, female biographies (and biopics) often play on the “tensions between
a woman’s public achievements and a woman’s traditional orientation to home, marriage
and motherhood” (Bingham, 213). Thus, female biopics often find suffering and
(therefore) “drama in a public woman’s very inability to make her own decisions and
discover her own destiny” (Bingham, 213).
The most interesting aspect of the Romy biopic, however, is how the national
tensions that plagued Schneider’s life story enter the domestic sphere and are largely
dramatized through her failed private relationships with men like her largely absent
biological father W olf Albach-Retty, her stepfather Hanz “Daddy” Blatzheim, Alain
Delon, Luchino Visconti, husband-manager Harry Meyen and finally, her late son David.
Nearly every significant advancement, misery or controversy in Schneider’s life and
career depicted in the film is shown as always being the result of direct masculine
influence. As the postcard note her father leaves for her early on in the film read,
Schneider was encouraged to take her childhood and run, as it was all she had - the
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suffering in her life was ultimately the result of her inability to reclaim that lost freedom
and innocence of the Heimat of her youth. Romy had tried - and failed - to come into
her own after immigrating to France, leaving that idyllic, utopian Heimat behind her.
Schneider’s life story is one that is frequently told as tragic, but in the Romy biopic, its
focus is largely on her trying to find a balanced masculine presence in her life. To put
that into perspective, as Zimnik notes, it plays on the “thesis and antithesis of a
dialectically dehiscing German interiority, notably a female consciousness ‘beaten up by
life’ that, as if none of its painful experiences and refined thought processes had left a
trace of reason, attempts to flirt with the destructive drives of masculinity” (260). As a
woman who spent her life looking for happiness and freedom, Schneider lived very
passionately, but was often the victim of her own circumstances. This is not to say that
the Romy biopic directly sets out to make Schneider appear completely weak and helpless
as a woman, but as is typical of most post-war German narratives, the search for father
figures and incessant suffering and victimization at the hands of forces beyond one’s
control (i.e. the specters of Nazism and Communism) is the relative norm. The West
German “gestures” of Vergangenheitsbewdltigung frequently emphasized atonement and
reconciliation for past crimes and horrors, “but popular memory nourished the sentiment
o f German victimization” (Cooke and Silberman, 1). The “public” history of the post1968 generation as told through the Romy biopic is one that is largely built on suffering,
atonement and mourning. The difference here (like in other recent German historical
films), however, is that the filmmakers and the wider viewing public seem far more
willing to talk about that public history. In this case, what is ultimately discussed is
Romy Schneider’s problematic and tense relationship with her home country - “meine
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Heimat” as she calls it late in the film in an interview scene - or, as Nina Zimnik
describes it, “a reconsideration of the socio-historical coordinates of her life as a woman
as well as a German” (253).
A scene late in Romy shows Schneider in her trailer on the set of Gruppenbild mit
Dame (Aleksander Petrovic, 1977) writing a letter to author Heinrich Boll56. It is
unknown whether Romy actually wrote a letter to Boll while making the film, so it is best
to treat this scene as an entirely fictional invention of the writers and filmmakers. The
letter reads:

Dear Mr. Boll,
Now I am sitting in the dirt o f the bunker. Can one write something like
this to you? Under black film skies. Surrounded by dilletants. Can you
imagine this? You can’t. I was so happy to play Leni Gruyten. I want to be
good. And I have so many questions. Is this German, Mr. Boll? This
character trait of always trying to push the envelope? Then I am German,
too. Very German. But you did not write a single line. It would have
helped me so much. I have asked you so much. But I assume you do not
want to see me. To be interested in your own film for only one hour. Don’t
you care if I make a fool out of myself? Am I somebody who in your eyes
does not deserve a response? Back stage I hear things,... but nobody talks
56 Heinrich Boll was one of Germany's foremost post-war writers, known for writing novels like
Gruppenbild mit Dame (1971) and The Lost Honor of Katarina Blum (1974). A noted stylist and pioneer of
Trummerliteratur (rubble literature - the literary equivalent of the Trummerfilm), Boll was awarded the
Nobel Prize for literature in 1972.
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to me directly because I was cast to be the money maker. That you never
wanted me. That you are not interested in me. I am here only to make
money. I am just a piece of shit, but nothing more? Is this who I am? A
piece of shit? To be nothing but a legend is unbearable.
The content of the letter - which is crumpled and violently thrown away as she shouts “I
am not Romy Schneider!” at the end of the scene - highlights the national tensions I have
indicated, ultimately underscoring, or perhaps speculating on, Schneider’s own guilt at
leaving Germany behind. The tone in which she reads the letter, however, seems more
defensive than guilty. It is as though she is attacking Heinrich Boll and the entire
German nation for abandoning her. For one to tell a story like Boll’s Gruppenbild mit
Dame, which revolves around a florist named Leni Gruyten living in a community in a
small city in western Germany during the Third Reich; one has to be decidedly German
to understand the ever-present theme of resigned victimization during the war and the
subsequent psychological effects of the post-war “rubble” - something which the
filmmakers of the New German Cinema and Boll himself attempted to come to terms
with and interrogate in their work. The fact that Schneider had never directly involved
herself with the New German Cinema is interesting indeed, largely because of her own
comment that she would again work in Germany if there was the right role for her57.
Despite its autobiographical importance, Schneider’s involvement with
Gruppenbild mit Dame is actually rather marginal. The plot is fragmented and sketchy;

57 This is not entirely true, however, because at one point Rainer Werner Fassbinder was thinking of
casting Romy in The Marriage of Maria Braun. There was a falling out between the two when Fassbinder
called Romy a "fat cow" and fired her from the production. Given the associations both Schneider and
her role in Sissi had in the climate of escapist entertainment in the Germany of the 1950s, this would have
been an ideal casting choice and Fassbinder probably had this in mind when he made that initial choice.
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much like Boll’s writing style. The broken, fragmented editing and storytelling seems to
undermine the characters, as we are primarily kept at a distance from them. Frequent
cutaways to mundane items like clocks, dogs, typewriters and other faces seem to place
more of an emphasis on the mood and environment of the small provincial town wrapped
up in war, rather than provide any full characterization. Though she does play a principal
role, and is given top billing in Gruppenbild mit Dame, unlike in the war films she made
in France, Schneider’s character is largely in the background, observing the environment
around her and interacting when she can. The major difference between a film like
Gruppenbild mit Dame and her French war films is her character’s fate at the end.
Unlike in French films such as Le Train or Le Vieux Fusil, where her characters meet
with a gruesome death at the hands of a Nazi officer, Gruppenbild mit Dame concludes
with Schneider surviving the war, left to atone for her nation’s sins as she wanders the
rubble of the small provincial town, ultimately misunderstood in her own country. Thus,
just as the film opened, we are confronted with the powerful and mysterious image of her
kneeling and weeping by the grave o f a nun expelled from a parish during the early years
of Hitler’s reign because she was a Jewish convert - we are not offered a reprieve from
her suffering and are instead forced to experience it with her.
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Conclusion
I have the feeling that I was bom in Vienna in order to live in Paris.
-Romy Schneider, 1960

At the end of Pedro Almodovar’s Todo Sobre mi Madre (All About My Mother,
Spain, 1999), there is a dedication that reads: “To all actresses who have played actresses.
To all women who act. To men who act and become women. To all the people who want
to be mothers. To my mother.” Almodovar singles out three “strong women”
performances in particular: Gena Rowlands in John Cassavetes’ Opening Night (USA,
1977), Bette Davis in All About Eve (Joseph L. Mankiewicz, USA, 1950) and finally,
Romy Schneider in L ’Important C ’est D ’aimer (The Most Important thing is To Love,
Andrej Zulawski, France, 1975). The characters in Todo Sobre mi Madre are, according
to Almodovar, “impregnated with the smoke, alcohol, despair, insanity, desire,
destitution, frustration, solitude, vitality and understanding of those three actresses' spirit”
(Almodovar, “All About My Mother”). For Almodovar, a woman is a work of art, a
painting with many masks, a performance worthy of our attention which, like Mona
Lisa’s enigmatic grin, is capable of inspiring curiosity and admiration in men. In
L ’Important C ’est D ’aimer, made shortly after Romy’s separation from Harry Meyen,
Romy plays Nadine Chevalier58, a washed up B-movie actress forced to earn a living by
starring in cheap soft core pornography. The plot of the film revolves around a
photographer named Serváis Mont (Fabio Testi) attempting to help Nadine begin a
serious acting career by borrowing money from loan sharks and giving her the lead role
in a self-financed stage production of Richard III. Most important, however, is the
58 Romy's performance as Nadine in ¡.'Important C'est D'aimer won her a César award - the French
equivalent of the Academy Award.
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character o f Jacques Chevalier (Jacques Dutronc), Nadine’s husband in the film. Jacques
is a failure-obsessed, mentally-unstable collector, preserver and trader of old photos
featuring famous washed-up, or untimely film stars like Baclanova, Louise Brooks,
Marilyn Monroe, Fay Wray, James Dean and Miriam Hopkins. Notably, these stars were
all performers whose “star images” and “eternal” fame are perhaps more rife with enigma
and legend than anything else. It is Jacques’s marriage to Nadine in L ’Important C ’est
D ’aimer that perhaps makes her the ultimate collector’s item: something to be kept and
preserved, a living image that goes beyond the immaterial photographs of the famous
stars Jacques collects. A miserable man himself, he revels in Nadine’s misery and
professional failure as an actress. When Nadine admits that she has fallen in love with
Servais, Jacques commits suicide in a public toilet by downing a bottle of pain killers,
knowing he has lost that perfect living image of failure and unhappiness he found so
appealing in Nadine. Trading images of bygone stars will never amount to having the
real thing - as the film’s title suggests, in this case, the most important thing one can do is
to love.
Romy’s role in L ’Important C ’est D ’aimer marks a moment of lucid selfreflexivity in her career because of the way the film revolves around the focus on and
obsession with the exchangeability of any kind of star imagery. In this case, what could
be a national treasure in one moment could become a fetishized, cinephiliac commodity
in the next one. As Pam Cook suggests, stars often become “icons” not only because of
the way they project the collective utopian desires of a culture, but also in the way they
resist them (xv). I am in no way arguing that Romy Schneider is or ever was a “washup” - far from it, in fact - but I am suggesting that it was her complex and contradictory
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star image that ultimately meant different things to different people, particularly on the
national level. On the one hand, what endeared Romy to her French audience was both
her striking beauty and strong ability as an actress, as well as the public knowledge of her
private suffering: the uneventful romantic relationships with both Alain Delon and Harry
Meyen, her struggles with drug addiction and alcoholism, the struggles with illness, the
tragic death of her young son David in Paris and, finally, her own uneventful death which is still widely presumed to be a suicide - of heart failure at age 43. Romy’s legacy
in France and in French culture is still significant. The Prix Romy Schneider, established
in 1984, is the most-prestigious award given to promising actresses in the French film
industry. In December of 1999, the French newspaper La Parisienne voted Romy
Schneider “actress of the century,” ahead o f other such film icons as Marilyn Monroe,
Catherine Deneuve and Brigitte Bardot (Vincendeau, 25). A recent reconstructive “semi
documentary” produced by French cinema archivist Serge Bromberg on the lost and
incomplete 1964 Henri-George Clouzot film, L ’enfer, features several extended
sequences using the psychedelic screen tests which Clouzot shot of Romy while working
on the film. Each of the remarkable screen test sequences, which feature many fetishistic
close-ups of Romy’s mouth, eyes, torso and rear, indicate that Clouzot was completely
taken by her beauty, intending to use the footage of Romy to depict the distorted,
paranoid depths of jealousy the main character (played by Serge Regiani) experienced
over his wife’s (Romy) suspected infidelities while vacationing in the South of France.
When viewing the Romy sequences in the Bromberg documentary, it is hard not to be
entranced by Romy as well.
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In addition to the Union des Comores stamp set analyzed in the introduction, in
1994, a telephone card was issued in France for a series celebrating French cinema
featuring images of actors and actresses taken from films showing them talking on the
telephone. Romy’s image for her phone card was taken from a scene in Jacques Deray’s
La Piscine (The Swimming Pool), a Euro sex thriller she had made with Alain Delon in
1969. The numerous documentaries - such as L ’enfer - featuring Romy59, the awards
named after her, multiple fan websites, tokens of commerce and trade like phone cards
and stamps as well as the many accolades that French publications still pay Schneider
perhaps explains the currency and significance her complicated “star image” holds within
French culture.
In Germany and Austria, Romy’s image still circulates as well - however, unlike
in France, it seems to be much more focused on Romy as Sissi. The recent Romy
television biopic, which I discussed in Chapter 3, comes from a cycle of other recent
productions made by filmmakers of the “Post-Wende” generation that demonstrates a
cultural climate in Germany that is much more willing and able to address its recent
history. The result is a new “public history” for Germany which is far less uncomfortable
for the German public to deal with and much more festival friendly than the historical
representations created by the filmmakers of the New German Cinema in the 1970s. The
Romy film deals with how, as an actress and celebrity, Schneider’s life story and “star
image” fit into that German public history when looked at from the perspective of the
post-Wall “Berlin Republic”. Indicative of the contradictions inherent in Romy’s star

59 Other such films include Romy Schneider, étrange étrangère [Romy Schneider, Foreign Stranger, TV,
France, 2002).

image, the result of the film resembles a double-edged sword, culturally speaking. For
one, though the film does try to situate Romy back in her home country, its attempts to
understand the “woman” behind the performer fall short. The conclusion the film draws
seems to be that Romy’s famed suffering was all the result of her leaving her Heimat and
the Sissi character behind her. The German/Austrian preoccupation with Sissi and Romy
runs deep as a cultural phenomenon and as kitsch. For instance, the popular German
sketch comedy show Bullyparade, which specialized in spoofing popular culture, ran a
series of short skits that parodied the Sissi films and featured the actor Christian Tramitz,
one of the show’s main cast members, dressed in drag as the empress. Even though
Romy is now a much more respected cultural figure in Germany and Austria, she seems
to still be known there eternally as Sissi. There are many who prefer Romy Schneider as
Sissi, rather than Romy Schneider as Romy Schneider, the serious continental actress. It
would be incorrect to fault anyone for this because, after all, if there were no Sissi, there
would be no Romy Schneider. More interesting, however, is to note, as the Bullyparade
parody suggests and as I have indicated in this thesis, that even the Sissi image itself is
far from being a stable commodity: For us as film viewers in 21st century it is not only
important to recognize the constraints the Sissi image imposed on Schneider, but also to
realize that it is impossible not to read Sissi through the tragedy and transformations of
her later biography and star image. In this sense, Romy Schneider illustrates the complex
intersections between a performer’s life, screen persona and public image, but also the
moment of “resistance” which is at the heart of star studies.
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